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2
It takes more than a brave heart to write a piece that inspires others—authors need to inspire themselves first. If  you have ever 
sat down in front of  a white piece of  paper, the 
overwhelming feeling of  hesitation is likely famil-
iar to you. Both daunting and full of  potential, 
starting is the most difficult stage of  all. We were 
inspired by each author’s ability to convey such 
confidence and direction in the pieces that were 
chosen for this year’s issue, and we hope that our 
readers feel the same way.
This issue includes a diverse group of  top-
ics, ranging from social issues to deeply person-
al ones. Through them all, we were moved by 
their sense of  humanity—especially now as we 
find ourselves in a pandemic with an increased 
sense of  isolation. We know that existing within 
ourselves can feel lonely, but these pieces break 
the confines of  a singular body and tell stories 
for all of  us.
We received submissions from a wide range 
of  undergraduate classes and enjoyed the re-
view process where we were able to read and 
appreciate the work of  so many of  our talent-
ed peers. This year we found pieces that went 
beyond the intent of  “finishing an assign-
ment” and embraced the opportunity for re-
flection. Whether covering topics of  becom-
ing ourselves, exploring the world, or being 
a part of  a family, Intertext candidly explores 
conversations that spoken words often do 
not satisfy. Here, what is said is said with 
a purpose.
Acknowledgments
The editors of  Intertext would first like to 
acknowledge all of  the authors, artists, and 
photographers who contributed to this is-
sue. Your spirit for and dedication to cre-
ativity sparked our passion to create what 
ended up being our final product. Thank 
you. We would also like to thank Professor 
Patrick W. Berry for his leadership and under-
standing when supporting a group of  ten dys-
functional undergraduate students. His ongoing 
dedication to this publication and its assembly is 
contagious, and our team was immediately moved 
by his influence. We each learned valuable lessons 
in professional editing and the appreciation of  
beautiful writing. 
We cannot thank Benay Bubar enough for her 
generosity in visiting our class and providing us 
with irreplaceable knowledge surrounding the 
mastery of  editing. We would also like to thank 
the judges of  the Louise Wetherbee Phelps best 
writing awards: Collin Gifford Brooke, Henry 
Jankowitz, Stephanie Jones, and Robin McCrary.
While our school year did not conclude as 
we might have hoped, we cherish the time spent 
learning with one another. Writing and editing 
these final pages at home has given us an appre-
ciation for the writing community we are a part 
of  at school!
Finally, thank you to our readers and lov-
ers of  writing. Whoever you may be, Intertext 
is your friend. 
—Crisanta Wadhams and Brittney Tavares
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Majors: Writing & Rhetoric and English & Textual Studies
“Pride” and “Open My Mouth,” written for WRT 422
These pieces chronicle my learning how to develop self-confidence 
and self-worth and my journey coming out of the closet.
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“Jamaican Cowboy,” written for WRT 422
This piece brought the closure I owed my teenage self. It 
wasn’t until recently that I learned how silence makes a sound 
too, and some truths have to be told for a greater purpose.
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When you look in the mirror, who do you see? Is it who you are or who you seem to be? There’s 
something about those moments of  uncer-
tainty that remind you to wipe that foggy mir-
ror in the warm and humid bathroom. They 
tell you exactly who you are when all the lights 
are off  and the room is empty. They are a sub-
tle reminder of  all the mysteries in this fate-
ful universe: those that lie beneath the pretty 
faces and picture-perfect smiles; those that 
uncover every coveted aspiration; and those 
that lead to the realization that everything that 
glitters isn’t always gold.
But that’s only part of  it. Because until 
6
you wipe that mirror, you don’t realize that 
the haze and smoke have clouded your vi-
sion. You’re so used to it that you forget it’s 
even there. And the truth is, we’re all staring 
at a clouded mirror—trying to see through 
it and doing our best to make sense of  who 
we are and who we want to be. Day in and 
day out, we put on the perfect face or mask, 
often creating a warped perception of  our-
selves. The mask of  assimilation. The mask 
of  some imaginary man’s standard that fits 
so well that we forget it’s there. We fail to re-
alize that we’re peering at ourselves through 
a reflection we can’t see.
Most times, life’s easier this way. Since 
our paths have been paved for us, it’s best 
to put on our favorite sneakers that will help 
us walk the long mile. Even if  those sneak-
ers are a representation of  the shackles that 
chain our feet, we still wear them. But at what 
cost? Validation? Being the hottest on the 
block? Erasure of  cultural impact and history? 
Who’s to say?
In the end, what matters most? Is it the 
secrets and mysteries behind that smile, the 
mask that is that smile, or every other outer 
attribute that validates our false realities? Let’s 
face it, regardless of  who we are or the mask 
we wear to conceal that very being, it doesn’t 
change the fact that people will always view us 
from their perspective. They will make us up 
to be the person they think we should be, even 
if  it’s not who we are.
So maybe the facade is necessary for the 
preservation of  self  because we know who 
we really are underneath. Or is that more of  
a reason to take it off ? Because who we are is 
permanent and a part of  us like a scar. But if  
you choose not to take off  the mask, at least 
wipe down the mirror.
We hope you enjoy the five stories in this sec-
tion that illuminate our efforts to confront the 
truth each day. 
—Aaqilah Wright, Brandon Belton, and 
Andrew Wallman
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   Jamaican Cowboy
Euzebiusz Wasowicz 
remember all the lies, all the lies I learned
to love. Hearing them was only part of  the
satisfaction. Consciously watching them
unfold in front of me was the actual gratifica-
tion. This wasn’t because I felt that my mute
truths that I internalized were right, nor was
it the natural feeling that manifests when you
are totally fucked, like those times during ado-
lescence when you’ve broken something run-
ning around the house. It was because I had a
chance, a chance of  accepting the circumstances
to which others were oblivious, like a chess
move that inevitably forces the opponent’s
queen into the line of fire. I had a chance not
only to save myself, but also to right wrongs
that had been long unaddressed. 
I could have saved people and I didn’t, and
you shouldn’t look down at me out of  spite
or disappointment. I’m not a superhero or a
guardian of  the greater good. I am, I was, just
a kid lost in fear, and in retrospect, I wouldn’t
change a single thing except for meeting that
Jamaican cowboy. 
We rarely had to wait for a light to change in
the East Village. By now, we had mastered the
intricacies of walking in the city without stop-
ping, except occasionally to fix the shoestrings
of  Jordans and the cuffs of  our garments, or
to unapologetically appreciate the objectified
beauty of  a much older, unobtainable woman
on the block. Nothing suits a young man’s
heart more than the yearning for a woman he
may not have.
Realistically, we never waited, but tonight 
some Somali yellow cab driver had hit yet 
another Caucasian biker who could not ma-
neuver around the city in part because of  his 
small-town past life somewhere in Minnesota. 
This gentrifier, showing his inexperience in 
city living through his hipster garments, was 
now doing his best to gather himself, with the 
fright of  a deer in his eyes, while the Somali 
was yelling at him in French. A bunch of  other 
recently gentrified idiots were standing in awe, 
with that same fear in their eyes, showing their 
discomfort and their concern that a physical 
altercation would lead to someone getting 
shot or otherwise hurt, all the wrong stereo-
types of  New York that outsiders believe. 
To us, this was just another Friday night in
Alphabet City. 
The group of fifteen-year-olds I was a part
of  acted like other kids from New York, yell-
ing jokes out loud and hubristically laughing
at the Caucasian, like that one kid in middle
school who wore fake sneakers to class and
got chewed out at the table. I knew this from
experience. We stood without concern, passing
around a blunt and a New England in a black
bag that was always too slippery and whose
contents ended up peeking out the top every
couple of  seconds, eliminating the chance that
our underage drinking would be inconspicuous.
Some of  us still had backpacks on, while oth-
ers were dressed in their best attire, prepared
to hit a “free,” a term commonly used to ac-
knowledge a party with the absence of  parents
at someone’s apartment. Either way, every
component of the outfit, from brands to folds
on Japanese denim, had to be on point. This
all depended on where this free would be tak-
ing place as well. If  the rich Jewish kids of  the
Upper West Side were hosting their soiree, one
might wear their best three-quarter polo zip up.
If  the heads from Park Slope told us to come
through, we’d wear as many white Air Force 1’s
as we could. Indeed, tonight we were staying in
the village, hitting a free a couple blocks away
and hoping one of us could finally get at the hot
girl from the grade above us.
Although I was one of  the kids with a 
backpack, I was still on my way to this free. 
I wanted to be ready for anything that could 
happen. From blunt wraps and coke vials to 
countless empty MetroCards and that six-pack 
of  condoms I had never used that had prob-
ably expired by now, I carried my entire collec-
tion of  teenage vices at all times. It was never a 
sign of confidence, but putting up a front and 
acting the part was something I had grown to 
be good at. Indeed, along with carrying a small 
pocketknife in the side pocket of  your back-
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pack, this was something you needed to learn 
quickly after the first time you were jumped 
around the corner from your home where
your family was enjoying their daily activity of  
watching a TV show. Imagine this happening 
while your skull is getting pressed against con-
crete and everything you have is on the line, 
even your life. 
Anyway. 
Before we knew it, the Lance Armstrong
from Minnesota got back on his bike and ped-
aled away, continuing his senseless life in this 
monster of  a city like all of  us did. The Somali 
finally cooled off  and swerved away down Ave-
nue A, leaving only burned rubber on the cross-
ing and going about his life the same way the 
biker did. We continued our lives the same way, 
crossing the same street we’d walked past for 
eight years now, forgetting the existence of  both 
the biker and the cabdriver whose lives were as 
noticeable to us as a bee in the summertime. 
We went about our business that way, except 
I never made it past the first crosswalk stripe. 
I might’ve never even taken a step off  the
curb, although this doesn’t really matter. I was 
called from behind by a voice so vastly distinct 
that my instinctual curiosity forced me to look 
over my shoulder. The voice of  the stranger 
fit his look; he was a man of  medium height 
who resembled a bum as much as he did Lenny 
Kravitz.  
“Young man, come ova, lemme chat with ya.” 
That single hypnotizing sentence, with the 
accent of  Bob Marley himself, only amplified 
my yearning to know who this strange man
was. Jamaicans usually never made it far into 
Manhattan, let alone into the East Village. Be-
yond the accent, my eyes instantly noticed the 
cowboy boots on his feet. Those shin-high dark 
beige leather boots clicked as he took two small 
10 
steps towards me. His jeans, fitting loosely, 
looked as though they had seen the early 2000s, 
though this was more than a dozen years later. 
In contrast, his fitted tee from a popular mod-
ern line screamed the polarity of  his character, 
with every clink of  metal bracelets, chains, and 
buttons singing a song of  reggae and trend 
mixed together. His expression, seemingly un-
shifting, proclaimed the confidence of  a man 
who had experienced everything this world 
had to offer and then some. His eyes, dark as 
his skin, perpetually glared and were locked in 
place, widening and shrinking to the tune of  
that accessorized look. It was as enviable as it 
was overwhelming, as is often the case with 
older men with wise natures. 
The confidence of  the Jamaican cowboy 
was now rendered in my own body. The hyp-
notic spell was working its magic, the way a 
parent lulls a child to sleep. 
As I exuded my newly inspired confidence, 
we were now facing each other, his shoes point-
ing directly toward me, which said more about 
this new dynamic than words ever could have. 
By now the rest of  my entourage had 
crossed the street and, after a brief  moment 
of  comedic relief, they stared at me from 
across the white rectangles, making gestures 
of  riding and lassoing horses that emphasized 
their youth. They went about their business, 
patiently waiting for me to return to them with 
new jokes that would undoubtedly become 
the highlight of  the night. 
My conversation with the Jamaican cowboy 
didn’t last long. He told me about his profes-
sion of  being a veteran modeling agent whose 
resume showed “too many young stars to chat 
about.” He called himself  a man of  the future, 
looking for talent in every nook and cranny 
of  the city, although he never called himself  a 
futurist; for some reason, his accent wouldn’t 
let the word flow off  his lips correctly, al-
though seeing as his age and knowledge were 
mixed with modern teenage styles, I would 
have much preferred the label “Renaissance 
man.” Regardless, he wanted me to come in 
the following Monday, casually noting that I 
could bring a parent if  I felt inclined to, yet in 
a way that urged me not to. I took his card in 
contemplation, and we continued our day the 
same way as usual. 
My excitement put me on the train and sent 
me to that agency on Monday. Having caught 
the interest of  a man who by profession
sought to find beautiful people stroked my 
ego and forced me to go, despite the humilia-
tion from my friends over what I was signing 
“It seemed like overnight, and certainly it was within 
weeks, that my daily life changed in every sense.” 
up for. This was the reason I didn’t tell anyone 
where I was going, including my parents. 
Once the elevator doors opened on the
third floor of  a random skyscraper in Mid-
town, I immediately noticed the unicorn in the 
room. The Jamaican cowboy stood out like a 
black sheep, although he did happen to be the 
only person whose skin didn’t blind my eyes in 
the glare of  sun coming through the window. 
It seemed as though this man did not belong 
among the white bureaucratic-esque employees, 
all of  whom seemed to work like parts of  a 
well-oiled machine. No, the Jamaican cowboy 
was a wild card, one that somehow happened 
to work and yet, as I was soon to learn, pro-
duced more problems than solutions. 
As he wiped his nose with two fingers, in-
haling at the initial touch, the Jamaican cowboy 
clicked his way toward me at a near-speed walk-
 
m
ing pace. He seemed strangely determined to 
get to work and, more important, determined 
to work with me. From his back pocket, without 
uttering a word, he took a collection of  stapled 
papers curled into themselves. He passed them 
to me and quickly took out a pen, pointing to 
a seating area a couple of  feet away. I sat down 
and opened up the pages, which read “Red 
Model Management Contract.” I was as excited 
as anyone could have been and proceeded to 
sign that contract, a contract that might as well 
have come from the Devil himself. 
It seemed like overnight, and certainly it 
was within weeks, that my daily life changed 
in every sense. The time I had spent at thrift 
stores with the entourage was now replaced 
with tight leather pants and cameras, and the 
ission of  buying cheap bottles of  vodka 
as replaced with champagne toasts in rooms 
lled with models. The biggest change was the 
mount of  time I now spent with the Jamaican 
owboy, which amounted to more than I spent 
ith my family. Yet I was blinded by the won-
er of  attention from a man I was convinced 
ould make me a star. 
The lies started coming in stacks. I would 
ome to the agency after hours and spend time 
lone with him. He taught me the history of  
odeling and showed me models he wished to 
teer me toward looking like as a means of  get-
ing me those jobs he endlessly mentioned that 
 was going to book. He would call me in on 
ountless occasions and do just this, sometimes 
ith him even picking up the camera and get-
ing more shots. 
I should’ve known what was headed my way. 
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The Jamaican cowboy would text me 
throughout the day, eventually noting that he 
was talking with big-name brands to get me 
a job. To help, however, he asked me to send 
pictures of  myself, shirtless and sometimes in 
underwear, to show my “dedication” to the 
job to the casting directors. Considering that I 
was a kid from New York City, for whom life 
lessons had come much earlier than for those 
living in other places, I immediately under-
stood what was going on. Why would he spend so 
much time with me? Why did he rub his nose and often 
take trips to the bathroom that brought his eyes back 
to life? Why, of all the kids walking down the street 
that day, had he chosen to stop me? And now, why was 
he asking for pictures of me nearly nude?
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“I found myself replaced by a taller, whiter, more 
effeminate version of what I saw in the mirror.” 
Naturally, I attempted to handle the situa-
tion as swiftly as possible. I told him my dis-
comfort with doing near-nude photography at 
age sixteen and asked to stick with jobs that 
needed someone in clothes, although I some-
how knew the photos had never been going to 
a casting director anyway. 
There were no more invites to events, no 
more of  the casting calls that had previously 
been sent out every day, and most important, 
no more attention from or quality time with 
the Jamaican cowboy. His attention led me 
to believe I was someone and that he would 
make me someone: a star. 
After months of  lacking the confidence 
that had once been granted through a life I 
had been exposed to, I decided to see if  there 
was a way I could have both. It felt as pathetic 
as it sounded. It was a degradation of  a young 
soul and the first true loss of  character. I went 
12 
o that agency again, hoping my reappearance 
ould interest that Jamaican cowboy once 
ore. 
To my surprise, which in retrospect speaks 
o my gullibility, I found myself  replaced by a 
aller, whiter, more effeminate version of  what 
 saw in the mirror. He was a carbon copy, and 
eeing him beside my agent made me under-
tand the spell I had been put under for so 
ong. Nevertheless, after grasping what I now 
new was the truth, I changed my agenda. The 
nly way I could make my agent desire me the 
ame way he once had was through giving 
im what he wanted, which I knew was unac-
eptable. Yet I also knew what I could learn 
rom this experience and that the only way I 
could get out of  this place was through a valid 
excuse to terminate a contract, for which his 
confession would suffice. 
I played the part and put up a facade that 
attracted the Jamaican cowboy once more. I 
used social media as a way of enticing him, 
and when it worked, I put my grand plan into 
action. After a short conversation with the 
Jamaican cowboy, a vulnerable and discom-
forting interaction that I initiated, I was once 
more invited to the agency after hours. I hated 
myself  for resorting to a new low, yet knew 
this was the only way I could get out. As I 
entered the elevator, I unlocked my phone and 
began a recording. Indeed, this was the only 
time I feared this man and what could hap-
pen if  this plan did not work. Once the door 
opened and the Jamaican cowboy greeted 
me with the same empathy he’d shown over 
a year ago, I reciprocated. His scheme never 
changed, and within half an hour he decided 
we should take pictures for casting agents. 
Shoeless. Shirtless. Pantless. In that order. 
As I stood there, a few inches away from
complete nudity, I looked at my pants, which
I had tossed over the couch arm to continue
the voice recording. As I did, the Jamaican
cowboy clicked his way toward me once
more.
“Pull them a little, wontcha, show that ass.” 
Simultaneously, his hand reached toward the 
right side of  my waistband. 
“George, don’t do that.” 
“My Kuba, how can’t I? Look at you, beau-
tiful Polish boy.”
“I don’t want to, and I told you I’m not get-
ting naked for you.”
“Kuba, you know who dis for. It’s the in-
dustry, baby.” 
You get the point. 
I maneuvered my way out of  the situation 
shortly afterward with no concern for my 
safety. His disappointment was inevitable, and 
recorded. I put my clothes back on and told 
the Jamaican cowboy I’d see him soon, a lie 
of  my own. I stepped into that elevator more 
excited than I had been the first time. 
Shortly after that, I emailed the owner to 
ask if  I could meet with him regarding some 
concerns I had been having. After a couple 
of  emails of  my convincing him, he made 
some time for me to come in on a day that 
the Jamaican cowboy was out. Without delay, 
I made my way to the agency for the last time.
Here I was, sitting on the couch in the wait-
ing area in contemplation of  my next chess 
move. For everyone else in the agency, noth-
ing was different. The parts of  the well-oiled 
machine were moving as they always did, un-
bothered by and unconcerned with what they 
could not control, guided only by their yearn-
ing for paychecks and success. And who could 
really blame them? As I snapped back from 
this internal contemplation, I found the owner 
standing a short distance from me, indicating 
that I should come to his office. 
“Are you seriously telling me George is try-
ing to fuck you? That’s not possible; you’re a 
guy, and we don’t do that at this agency.” 
I could anticipate the disbelief  even before
my master plan unfolded. A male complain-
ing about his treatment in the entertainment
world was neither trusted nor believed, seen
as a breach of  masculinity that meant you
were a pussy. I guess a part of  me thought
that given that I was sixteen, someone would
consider the possibility given the circum-
stances. In any case, there was no doubt once
I pulled out my phone and began to play the
recording of  the Jamaican cowboy saying I
should come over to see him this weekend
to fuck—hard. 
The owner didn’t say anything after that. 
Neither did the Jamaican cowboy. The con-
tract was shredded, the final handshake was 
exchanged, and I walked away a free man. 
Looking back, I never really did resent the 
Jamaican cowboy. I learned more from his an-
tics than I had my whole junior year of  high 
school. I didn’t resent the owner for his lack 
of belief, or the other members of  the ma-
chine who kept their heads down. In truth, the 
only emotion I felt was deep heartache, and 
not for myself. 
That heartache came up only when I sat 
in the waiting room directly across from the 
elevator into which, time and time again, I 
saw boys younger than me enter, showing the 
same excitement I’d once felt, oblivious to the 
test they would soon face. 
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Tanushri Majumdar
Scar
I was six. It was a sweltering summer day in Delhi (as it always is). We had thrown open the windows and balcony door in a feeble at-
tempt to let some wind in. The leaves were rus-
tling outside in the warm gusts, and you could 
feel the lull of  the afternoon—quiet and medita-
tive. Everything had taken on a sepia tone with 
the warm sun and dried-up grass in the park 
outside my house. Children had returned from 
school, lunch was done, and my parents had re-
tired to their room for a quiet afternoon nap. I sat 
cross-legged across from my sister and my care-
taker, who tried to make me laugh. We had spent 
the entire afternoon just lazing around the living 
room, trying to entertain ourselves since it was 
too hot to play outside. 
Suddenly, a giant teddy bear flew in through 
the balcony door. It was a blur of  brown fur 
and squeals. It looked at me, and I looked back 
in fascination. It touched my hair and face 
14
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gently, almost tentatively. Then, I grabbed the 
scruff  under its head and pulled it towards me, 
positively delighted. It pulled its lips back in 
a snarl and bared its sharp teeth. Out of  the 
corner of  my eye, I saw my playmates turn 
white, all their blood drained from their faces 
in horror. I wondered to myself, Why do they 
look so afraid? And only when I felt the hot, 
sticky blood drip down my face did I realize 
that the teddy bear was a monkey, that it had 
scratched me, and that I now had a scar carved 
into my face. 
About a minute into the ordeal, my sister 
found her voice and shrieked, alerting my par-
ents. Both my mother and father raced out to 
see what was wrong. By now, the monkey had 
leapt off  my lap and was terrorizing my sister 
and father, snarling and squawking in anger, 
prancing about the living room restlessly. My 
mother had started crying quietly and gently 
grabbed my shoulders and guided me to the 
kitchen sink. She boosted me onto the granite 
slab and ran to get a first aid kit. In that mo-
ment, I couldn’t comprehend what was going 
on; the adrenaline had kicked in. I couldn’t 
feel pain and didn’t quite understand why my 
mother looked so worried. 
A few moments later she returned. Cra-
dling my face, she slowly started wiping away 
the rivulets of  blood that were flowing down 
the bridge of  my nose, past my lips, pooling 
above my collarbone, and soaking into my pale, 
yellow, summer frock. The blood had already 
started drying, and it took many swipes with 
the wet cotton pads to wipe it away. My father 
walked into the kitchen and said he had scared 
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the monkey off. My parents collected their 
things, and my father picked me up to walk to 
my pediatrician’s office, which was nearby. By 
then, my nerves had calmed, and I slowly came 
out of  my stupor. All sensation came flooding 
back, and I was suddenly hyperaware of  the 
gash across my nose, the tightening of  skin 
around it, and the stinging pain from the hot 
wind that whipped my short hair about. 
When we reached the office, the doctor 
quickly rushed us in. After slowly wiping the 
wound with antiseptic wipes, she held my chin 
to gently dress it. She talked to my parents for 
what seemed like hours and eventually handed 
them a prescription for my medication and 
informed them that I needed fourteen injec-
tions, two a day. I laid down prostrate, and 
they jabbed a needle into my right buttock as I 
clutched my mother’s fingers in fear and pain. 
Finally, we returned home. I trudged over 
to the bathroom and set down the little stool 
I used to reach the sink to wash my face and 
climbed up on it. My face came into focus 
in the mirror above the sink. My nose was 
covered with bandages, with frayed edges of  
gauze poking out from under the doctor’s tape 
that held it in place. The yellow ointment was 
slowly seeping into the top layer of  the ban-
dage, giving it a dirty yellow tinge. I looked at 
myself  in the mirror and a large, dirty, yellow 
bandage was all I could see. 
The next few weeks were spent explaining 
to people why I had a giant bandage across 
my nose. I walked into my first-grade class-
room and immediately became the focus of  
attention. The other students asked if  it hurt 
“I am not my scar.”
and what had happened. They asked to look 
at my scar. They kept asking. Six-year-olds 
aren’t the kindest demographic and going into 
detail about my monkey ordeal drew a lot of  
barbs and taunts. They asked me if  I was now 
Monkey Man—Spider-Man, but for monkeys. 
Slowly, as more people found out about my 
injury, they said “bandariya,” a female monkey. 
Once the bandages came off, I finally gath-
ered up the courage to look at myself  in the 
mirror again. There was a deep gash across the 
right side of  my nose. It was slowly starting 
to scab, but there was still a red, angry, open 
wound. The skin around it was slowly tight-
ening, and it hurt to twitch my nose or even 
sneeze or cough. When I looked at myself, all 
I saw was a scar. All I seemed to be was a scar. 
Children can be the cruelest, but it seems 
that adults hadn’t learned tact either. “Oh, you 
poor child!” “It’s okay.” “It doesn’t look that 
bad.” I remember going to a friend’s birth-
day party and her mother telling me, “There 
is a cream for that. It’ll fade away so fast.” 
Everyone had their own two cents to put in. 
All the neighborhood aunties came bringing 
their home remedies in stride—turmeric, milk 
soaks, soybean pastes, neem juice, lime juice, 
a whole assortment of  juice in fact. Even my 
mother came home one day with a tiny tube 
of  cream in hand. We spent fifteen minutes 
every night dotting the scar with this cream 
and smearing it gently over the contours of  
my nose. I convinced myself, This will make it 
better. We really tried it all, and with every new 
remedy, it was reaffirmed that something was 
wrong with me—that I needed to be fixed. 
My life became a game of  how many peo-
ple I could avoid while still being a functioning 
member of  society. In the morning, I went to 
school, trying not to make eye contact with 
anyone. But I could still feel eyes peering onto 
my body, people trying to look while not look-
ing. I spent my lunch breaks in class eating by 
myself. I stopped playing football and partici-
pating in extracurricular activities at school. I 
did everything in my power to hide my im-
perfect self. 
It took years. Three years till I stopped try-
ing to fix the scar. Five years till I could look 
someone in the eyes without thinking about 
what they thought of  it. Seven years till I 
started playing football again. Eight years till 
I finally started public speaking and oration. 
And fourteen years and beyond till the scar 
became a funny story that I tell people in col-
lege. Time. People say time heals all wounds. 
But explaining that to a six-year-old who hates 
the way she looks is futile. As a little girl, I had 
already internalized a socially-imposed beauty 
standard. I wanted to look like the other girls. 
I wanted a symmetrical face, not marred by a 
scar. I wanted to be perfect. 
Today I live in the land of  semi-acceptance. 
I doubt there is anyone who wouldn’t change a 
thing about themselves. We are so highly criti-
cal and demanding and obsessed with physi-
cality—all while touting self-acceptance. We 
dwell on the little details that no one except us 
seems to notice. We look at people who have 
what we want but not at people who want 
what we have. For me, there was no “ah-ha” 
moment, there was no big revelation, just qui-
et acceptance and growth. My journey didn’t 
have a dramatic story arc nor an earth-shat-
tering climax, but I am happier now. I know 
that I am lucky to be here and to have what I 
have. I have learned that who I am is so much 
greater than what I am. I am a dancer, an art-
ist, a writer, a student, a sister, and a daughter. 
I am not my scar. 
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Everything You Don’t See
LAUREN DOWLING
As I stick my fingers down my throat, I press gently against my stomach, enticing the calories to crawl back up. 
I have done this so many times that my strate-
gies are perfected. It feels almost like a dance. 
Especially when I play my favorite song on my 
phone, “Good Vibrations” by Marky Mark 
and the Funky Bunch. I didn’t always listen 
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to music, but after the time Kristen walked in 
out of  concern of  the dry gagging noise—the 
embarrassment was so incredible—I knew I 
needed to avoid it at all cost, and music was 
the solution. I haven’t always been like this, a 
sad, weak statistic. One of  the 9 in 10 girls that 
have an eating disorder. I used to love my body 
actually, “the fun, enthusiastic, chubby younger 
sister Lauren!” I was comfortable in my own 
skin. I would own my long-sleeve swim shirts 
as my sisters wore bikinis. I rocked yoga pants 
when all my friends wore jeans. I wish I could 
tell you when it all started. Pinpoint the exact 
moment where my life changed; a dress that 
didn’t zip, a boy that said no to a date, or an 
under-the-breath comment from a mean girl. 
If  only it were that simple. If  only I could look 
back, point my finger, and say, “That was when 
I started to hate myself.” 
Maybe you’re wondering why I would con-
fess my most coveted secret. It’s because I would 
be thinking about this in some way, regardless 
of  what I was writing about. Wondering when 
my next snack break is going to be. Wondering 
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whether to have five crackers or half  of  a ba-
nana. Because if  I have half  of  a banana, I can 
have the other half  for dinner, because a whole 
banana within three hours might make me feel 
too full. It consumes all of  my thoughts from 
the minute I wake to the second my head hits 
the pillow. I think about when we made a class 
pyramid in 5th grade and the boy that was my 
base looked at his friends as they all laughed 
at the fake expression of  pain on his face. Or 
when I overheard a boy in the middle school 
hallway saying, “Lauren Dowling’s so fa-,” at the 
exact moment I walked out of  the bathroom. In 
high school it was never-ending. Far too many 
instances to fit into a single essay. What I feel 
the most isn’t sadness, it’s shame. The shame I 
felt while throwing out all the handmade lunch-
es my mom made each morning. The shame I 
feel knowing that there are children starving, 
while I waste food. I’m ashamed that my fam-
ily loves me so much, and that my friends tell 
me I light up a room, when I can’t even look 
in a mirror without holding back tears. I don’t 
want 69% of  girls saying pictures in magazines 
influence their concept of  the ideal body shape 
and another 47% saying the pictures make them 
want to lose weight. I refuse to accept that any-
one should ever find warmth with their face in a 
cold porcelain toilet seat like I do. 
Like going to a zoo and staring at the ani-
mals, we gaze up at the billboards of  the long-
legged, smooth-skinned creatures. “Where did 
they come from?” we ask ourselves among 
other questions, always seeming to land on the 
only one that we really want answered; “How 
can I look like that?” I grew up believing I was 
a pioneer for a new generation of  women. All 
laws have been amended, stereotypes demol-
ished, and my path was free and clear with pos-
sibility. Being a very tom-boyish child, I didn’t 
mind getting dirty, playing soccer with the boys 
at recess, and tossing aside the pink clothing my 
mother would lay out for me. In 6th grade I was 
invited to my first dance at the all boys private 
middle school across town. I danced to my fa-
vorite Usher song and felt unstoppable. Until 
suddenly a slow song came on, and I realized I 
was alone in a sea of  pairs. I began to come to 
a misguided realization: You were either wanted 
or alone. As girls, we are taught to be desired in 
one way or another. We have to be the prettiest, 
the smartest, or the most talented; we can nev-
er just be us. When these expectations are not 
met, we begin to become critical of  ourselves. 
Suddenly, negativity and self-depreciation be-
gin to creep in. This is where the real damage 
is done. These questions and circumstances 
ignite the fuel that has been poured all over 
our self-confidence from the first time we flip 
through a magazine, accidentally see a Playboy 
at a Stop and Shop, or stare at the posters in 
Victoria’s Secret. Suddenly we’re burning our 
entire world around us, altering ourselves to fit 
into the “perfect” girl ideal. Justifying it all, con-
vincing ourselves that looking perfect will take 
away all of  our problems; until it turns into a 
disease. A plague that grows stronger with time. 
The high percentage of  women who suffer 
from eating disorders compared to men is no 
coincidence. Women and their bodies are ex-
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ploited in every aspect of  life and degraded in 
various ways based upon sex appeal. In Amber 
Heard’s article in the New York Times, “Are We 
All Celebrities Now?” she describes the suf-
fering she endured when she was targeted in 
an online hacking tragedy that leaked intimate 
photos of  her body. She describes her pain. 
The pain of  a woman who has been victimized 
and lacks resources to fight back. After being 
virtually violated, Heard describes her fellow 
victim’s suffering: “The photos were at the 
top of  results that came up in online searches 
for her name; everything else about her—her 
work, her accomplishments, her identity—
disappeared beneath a string of  pornographic 
links.” An entire woman was chopped down 
to merely a salacious leaked photo of  her on 
the Internet. How can our society explain women 
in the twenty-first century being belittled for leaked 
private images of  their body? How can society expect 
women to break out of  this degrading shell of  a world 
when even a successful woman can be torn down to the 
submissive, weak, insecure stereotype she has fought to 
defy? Really the only question I want answered 
is why: “Why does society keep lying to generations 
of  girls like me?” Making us think we can be 
whoever we want, as long as we get there by 
wearing a size double zero, a face full of  make-
up, and a wardrobe as expensive as a home 
mortgage.  
As I interview a 21-year-old woman who is 
currently a senior at Providence College, I ask 
her about the first time she remembered car-
ing about the way she looked. Along with this 
I asked when, or if, she had ever changed her 
eating habits in order to change what she looks 
like. Her answer for both was the same; 7th 
grade. The correlation between our self-per-
ception and eating habits go hand in hand. I 
asked if  she continues to change her eating 
habits in order to achieve an ideal body. Her 
answer was this: “As long as there’s compari-
sons out there on social media, or any platform 
for that matter, girls will continue to strive for 
a change in their appearance, doing so by any 
means necessary.” Attempting to resemble the 
standard of  beauty, girls see change in their ap-
pearance as success. More likely than not, girls 
will be rewarded by this change: “You look so 
thin and beautiful!” People will say, fueling the 
skewed measurements of  self-worth.   
 Being able to live with your body is a univer-
sal struggle for all people. Society has created 
such a narrow view of  what beauty is—almost 
no one is given a chance to love themselves. 
In Ta-Nehisi Coates’ letter to his son, Between 
the World and Me, he tells him “that this is your 
world, that this is your body, and you must find 
some way to live within the all of  it.” Coates 
encourages us to explore the world, find beauty 
in the imperfect, and accept that who we are is 
found within. As great a struggle as it will be, 
we must find strength inside rather than look-
ing outward for acceptance.
In a society of  anger and sadness, I fear that 
the embodiment of  self-love will be difficult. As 
I continue to lift others up around me, I find rec-
onciliation in sharing my own experience hon-
estly. I can only hope for more voices to bring 
awareness to one of  the less talked about issues 
of  our day: a woman’s right to love herself, and 
more important, to love being a woman.    
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Hip-Hop
Sneaker
collaborations
WALLACE BURGESS
What’s the most expensive pair of  shoes you’ve ever bought? $150 running shoes that you wore until they fell apart? $250 Italian leather loafers? How about a used 
pair of  the Air Yeezy 2s for $4,600? (“Air Yeezy 2 Solar Red”). 
I hope you’re a size 13. As absurd as that price tag sounds, these 
are not just a pair of  expensive shoes. That’s because the Air 
Yeezy 2 is rapper Kanye West’s second collaboration with the 
sneaker brand Nike and is a perfect example of  how popular 
the collaborations between hip-hop figures and shoe compa-
nies are. Although it was once unusual for hip-hop artists to 
negotiate a deal to brand and design sneakers, such joint efforts 
have resulted in some of  the most coveted and highly-priced 
shoes in the world. 
According to Stephen Albertini’s “An Abridged History of  
Hip-Hop’s Relationship with Sneaker Culture,” it all started in 
the mid-1980s with Run-DMC. Adidas executives recognized 
INTERTEXT 2020 | 23
Photograph by Hannah Frankel.
22
13
et al.: Intertext 2020 — Complete Issue
Published by SURFACE, 2020
the potential for increasing sales when the 
group released a song called “My Adidas,” at 
a time when “early hip-hop artists used specif-
ic athletic brands and developed out of  them 
expressions of  affiliation, solidarity, meaning 
and status” (Coleman, “Classic Campaigns”). 
Over the past three decades, Black hip-hop 
artists, as well as other Black figures, have 
continued to play an integral role in what is 
now known as “sneaker culture.” Run-DMC 
ended up signing an endorsement deal for a 
million dollars, which is small scale compared 
to the sneaker collaborations we see today, but 
Adidas ended up making an estimated $100 
million from the deal. From there, the next 
notable development was in 2003 when Jay-Z 
and 50 Cent signed endorsement deals. They 
also got the opportunity to design their own 
unique shoes because Reebok recognized that 
their names would potentially increase both 
sales and exposure. Albertini explains that 
these Reebok sneakers were smash hits, pav-
ing the way for a string of  collaborations with 
brands such as Nike and Fila. 
Then entered Kanye West, the first hip-
hop figure (or musical figure, period) to get to 
design his own original silhouette—thanks to 
Nike. For those who are unfamiliar, a silhouette 
is a specific shoe model, such as the Air Force 
1 or the Adidas Superstar. Although rappers in 
the past had changed color ways (the colors on 
the shoe) and had added their own branding, 
this was the first time a rapper was allowed to 
design a shoe entirely from scratch. What came 
next was the Air Yeezy 1 Blink in 2009, which 
sold out instantly and currently resells for 
around $3,000 on StockX—an online sneaker 
marketplace (“Air Yeezy 1 Blink”). 
Soon after releasing and selling out a second 
original silhouette for Nike, Kanye West left 
the brand over creative control issues. He then 
joined Adidas to create his Yeezy Boost shoes, 
which are a staple among sneaker collectors 
everywhere. They can be seen daily around Syr-
acuse University’s campus on the feet of  wealth-
ier students who can afford the resale prices or 
were lucky enough to get a pair at launch. 
The reason I bring up resale prices instead 
of  retail prices is because these collaborations, 
and indeed any limited-release shoe, exist in 
a market of  their own. Their sales cannot be 
compared to the shoes you see on the walls 
of  sporting goods stores. Collaborative shoes 
are released in limited numbers, at a pre-an-
nounced date and time (although surprise 
drops do happen every now and then), both 
online and at certain stores. Because they are 
released in limited numbers and sell out so 
quickly, the only option for most wearers is to 
buy them secondhand. This creates a market 
for resale sneakers, which has existed as long 
as the shoes themselves and has exploded 
across a variety of  online platforms.
These resale prices, like the stock market, 
are all a matter of  supply and demand. This is 
not only because the supply was so small to be-
gin with and the demand so great because of  
West’s fandom, but also because of  how long 
it’s been since the shoes were first released. As 
with practically every product that people col-
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lect, the older the shoes are, the more value they 
add to a collection. However, many of  these 
collaborative sneakers resell for far over their 
original price only a day or two after being re-
leased. Perhaps an example that demonstrates 
the fervor around these collaborations best is 
the Air Force 1 Lows from rapper Travis Scott’s 
collaboration with Nike. They were a fresh take 
on the Air Force 1, with new designs on the 
panels and a unique lace-covering system. At a 
concert in September 2019, before they were 
formally released, Scott gave a fan in the crowd 
the shoes off  his feet (Deng, “Travis Scott”). 
The hype surrounding the sneakers was already 
building at this point, but when the fan posted 
them on his Instagram page, he received offers 
for over $20,000 to sell them. If  that doesn’t 
show the excitement and the cash flow that 
these collaborations can generate, then I don’t 
know what will.  
This success has led to a diverse array of  
collaborations, ones beyond the hip-hop 
world. Removed from the music industry 
entirely is professional Bicycle Motorcross 
(BMX) athlete Nigel Sylvester, who partnered 
with Nike in 2018 to make the Air Jordan 1 
Retro High. While he helped design unique 
color ways and silhouettes, he also took his 
marketing strategies to the next level by mak-
ing the shoe launch an event and not just a 
release date. Because he is originally from 
New York City, “the earlier Nike SNKRS Pass 
release of  his shoes…started in Jamaica Ave. 
in Queens in the middle of  the promenade 
outside the Coliseum Mall, a buzzing area rife 
with sneaker shops” (Kim, “Nigel Sylvester”). 
These sort of  events and fanfare build hype 
and create a culture where creativity is cele-
brated. Additionally, a collaborator’s origins 
are brought to light.
The nature of  these collaborations has 
evolved tremendously since Run-DMC first 
came on the scene. As stated by Albertini, 
“Now, signing a rapper to an endorsement 
deal or investing in a partnership with a rapper 
isn’t a shot in the dark or a leap of  faith, it’s 
damn near a necessity.” This is mostly thanks 
to the collectors and fans who spend their 
hard-earned money on these shoes, as well as 
the resellers, sneaker magazines, and famous 
figures who have played a part in creating 
“sneaker culture.” These collaborations pro-
vide an interesting look into how the business 
of  selling shoes and celebrity culture intersect, 
as well as how the product rewards people 
both financially and emotionally.
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The roasting Company
Isabella Leõn
She comes in every Sunday. Although she’s never spoken to me for more than a few breaths, she always meets my gaze with a smile. The coffee shop we both love is small and unremarkable. The beans are always burnt, 
and the leather seats by the windows are always too hot. Every week the sun 
cooks her back, dotting new freckles with each passing minute. Her ice melts 
quickly in her glass, and her chair is uneven, causing her to rock methodically 
back and forth, rattling her drink to an unpleasing beat. Still, this is her peace.
The light washes over the community bookshelf, whose selection was once 
great, but has since dwindled to old dictionaries and romance novels with 
the covers torn. Ancient business cards cover the shelves’ lining. Each time 
I stand near it I find Matthew Kelperis’s card. It’s printed on paper so old 
it’s almost transparent; the smudge that was once a phone number is now an 
inky black stain. Kelperis died the year I was born. I hear her talk about him 
sometimes—“a loudmouth,” she says with a smile, “but a damn good carpen-
ter.” She remembers him building the very bookshelf  that I saw her pluck her 
current title from. A testament to his skills, and her age.
Her hair, once golden, has turned snow-white. Shoulders hunched, she 
peers over her coke-bottle glasses and pulls a book from her worn leather 
purse. The window heat has gotten to her, and she takes off  her knit cardigan. 
The tag in the lining reads “Dorothy,” but she goes by Dot—always has. 
The spine of  her novel is cracked, and the pages lie flat on the table, as is 
only the case when you’ve gotten to the good parts. Most days she just sits 
there. For her, time seems to pass more slowly than for the rest of  the world.
I wonder where she is in her story. I hope right in the middle. I hope it’s 
the good part.
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Stop and take a second to think. Just think about the kinds of  people in your life. Who exactly are they? Are they family members? Friends? Close relatives? Far relatives? A 
person on the street? What are your relationships with them? Are they 
good or bad relationships? Clear as day or cloudy as miso soup? How do 
they feel about you? How do you feel about you? How do these feelings 
feel? Has there ever been a time when they felt…wrong?
There often comes a time in our lives, whether it occurs 
early on or far later than we expect, where we find ourselves 
to be in the midst of  a conflict. It might involve those closest 
to us or be tied to an issue we relate to. Whether it be in the 
form of  a mild disagreement or a larger social issue about a 
particular identity, we are sometimes faced with the reality 
that conflict, be it internal or interactive, can reach us with 
great force. What matters more are the actions we take to 
deal with it. The following pieces are those written by authors 
who tell the stories of  their own actions, their deep thoughts 
and arguments. Head-on, they display their experiences, tur-
moil, and achievements.
In “Being a Minority at Syracuse University,” Pamela 
Flores describes her experience transitioning from her home 
life in Peru to her college life at Syracuse and her first in-
teraction with microaggressions. “Autism Pain,” by Johanna 
Chojnicki, offers a personal insight into the medical condi-
tions that individuals with autism face. The remaining two 
pieces are written by the same author, Annie Shi. “Pride” is a 
poem that describes her journey coming out, and “Open My 
Mouth” provides a deep, personal look into her life—from 
the strict childhood school system she experienced, which 
segregated students and punished them for speaking, to her 
movement across the world to SU.
All of  the stories have something to share on the sub-
ject of  personal and/or social issues. You may find yourself  
feeling the same sort of  feelings that these authors express 
through their tales: the feelings of  empathy, relatability, 
and self-possession. Perhaps that is what conflict ultimately 
drives us towards. Common or uncommon, the ground is 
right beneath our feet—the feet of  each and every one of  us. 
—Jung Won Nam and Berri Wilmore 
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ANNIE SHIPRIDE 
the first time you ask about it,
your eyes are still bright— 
in mama’s bed while she braids your hair
she goes a little red and pulls real hard
and says “don’t be stupid,” 
“you don’t know what you’re talking about.”
later, you wake up to shouting
and watch her sweep up the shattered glass
from the kitchen floor and you think,
you wonder about it in primary school,
when you’re holding hands with your classmate,
her pigtails swinging in the dusty summer wind
while you split the orange in your lunchbox
and when you put your lips to the back of her hand,
like they do on TV,
the world is a little brighter afterwards.
later, you’re sitting in the principal’s office
and after the caning they tell you that
you can never kiss another girl and you think,
is that all there is? 
is that all there is? 
you pick the roses at midnight
from your back garden,
only the yellow ones—it’s her favorite color
and in the darkness of the Macbeth play you sneak her kisses
and again, amidst the cheer of team rallies
and in the locker room after gym
and this is high school and this is america and you finally feel
free, 
until her parents find out;
one morning she is in your arms
and the next she’s gone,
and you don’t hear from her again.
later, baba asks you why you’re still crying,
because he doesn’t know—can never know 
friends come and go in life, he says and you think
is that all there is? 
during your last summer before college,
the rolling California hills are a beautiful emerald green.
your throat is tight and your lips are hot
when you ask for the second time,
tentative with what you know now,
and baba swerves into the side of the highway,
his grip taut on the steering wheel
“unnatural” kinda hurts but “disgusting” strikes the deepest
you will never ask again.
later, you hear that your sister-in-law
can never bear the grandchildren that
mama so dearly wants to hold
and the weight of the world, as always,
falls to you,
and you think
is that all there is? L
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you pick out birth control like
fruit, 
swallow the blue pills like
candy,
and try to feel
something with him
when “no” means 
nothing,
even when it’s sorrow, 
even when it’s pain. 
later, after that relationship ends,
you tell your friends you’re learning to be alone but
when the doors close 
you keep your bed warm with new bodies.
none of them, not one,
is enough to melt the ice in your bones;
and, their nails clawing into your skin, you think
scars bloom before they fade;
and your arms are a field of flowers,
stained indigo by the
setting 
sun 
later, you’re alone and it’s silent
and there is nothing, just cold, sad nothing
and you’re sure that
that’s all there will ever be. 
she sends you pictures of cats 
and makes sure you wake up in the mornings
and her laugh is
oh, 
her laugh is
the glow of dawn against fresh snow,
the dusk light spilling over clouds,
her eyes are the summer sunshine
the luster of stars 
capable of illuminating
the most violent, violet galaxies 
in her arms, 
you are safe,
and you are happy,
and you are free 
and what anyone else thought,
what they told you,
what they beat into your skin
never mattered 
those tired, dusty, lonely years
were never all there was; 
they fade
under the brilliance of our 
technicolor 
love.Art by Annie Shi.
To see an illustrated version of this piece:
http://www.annieshi.me/pride-project 30  31 
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                         Being A Minority at             Syracuse University
 Pamela Flores
In Peru, we are all “hermano, primo, tío” because we are very close. We treat peo-ple we barely know as if  they were part 
of  our family because it is our way, part of  
our charisma. Once I moved to the U.S., I did 
not take long to realize that life here would 
32
be very different. The half  smiles, the staring, 
the odd murmuring, made me realize people 
were colder, more distant. It didn’t bother me 
much. I was prepared to embrace a new cul-
ture because after all, it had been my decision 
to study here.
It had been a month since I finally moved 
to the U.S. to study at Syracuse University. I 
had heard that life in the U.S. was very differ-
ent from life back home. The people looked 
different; they talked differently. I understood 
the language, yet was ill prepared for and some-
times confused about the discourse and the 
manner of  speaking here. Here in Syracuse, 
people were loud, but to me it all felt quieter. 
I hadn’t expected anything out of  the ordinary 
to happen, but it was still sort of  a shock to me, 
as if  I had opened my eyes for the first time. 
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It was my first year, and honestly, freshman 
classes won’t stop you from having fun any day 
of  the week. I knew once I arrived in the U.S. 
that there was more freedom, but it was not the 
same freedom as walking around your home 
in pajamas late at night, picking up late-night 
snacks, and sleeping in late in your own bed. 
There were rules and customs I was not used to 
here, all inside a freedom that felt limited. Yet I 
was excited to be living in another country, to 
experience a different way of  life and have fun 
while doing it.
It was a Friday night, and I was hitting it off  
with some people I’d just met. We laughed to-
gether, enjoyed one another’s company. Late at 
night, we went to a house party. It was at an old 
and dirty white house with sloping wood floors 
that made it feel as if  every time someone 
stepped on them, the whole house was going 
to collapse. A little dark, a little narrow, very full 
of  people—so much so that I felt the tempera-
ture rise from the moment I opened the door. 
I knew only a couple of  friends who had come 
with me to this unknown place. I had a good 
feeling about the night.
I remember walking around the house with 
my friends. Stolen street signs, Natty Lights, 
and red cups filled the rooms. As the night went 
by, I decided to find a place to sit; I had made 
a bad choice of  shoes, and I really needed to 
rest my feet. I was exhausted and decided to 
check my phone. A few minutes after that, I 
felt as if  someone was looking at me. I looked 
up and saw a guy in a red polo shirt and a black 
cap staring at me. I looked down as I kept tex-
ting with my friends, but I noticed that he was 
slowly approaching me. I looked up once again, 
this time taking a few seconds to stare back. 
Why was he staring? He smiled before telling 
me, “You’re so exotic.”
I felt as if  the music had stopped, and I 
couldn’t help putting on a weird face. He was 
still smiling proudly. Not having heard my an-
swer, he tried to repeat what he had said, but 
before he was able to, I got up from the sofa 
and left.
As I walked around the house in search of  
my friends, thousands of  thoughts ran through 
my head. I thought maybe I had been very bad 
for leaving the man in such a way, but a voice in 
my head told me that it had been the right thing 
to do. The moment kept replaying in my mind 
over and over again. I thought of  the red polo 
shirt, the black cap. Was he following me?
I left the great crowd of  people and saw my 
friends standing next to the door in hopes of  get-
ting some cold air. The first thing I did was tell 
them in a comedic tone what had happened to 
me. I didn’t actually think it was funny, but we 
were at a party, and I didn’t want to spoil the vibe 
of  the place. But another part of  me needed to 
say it. I needed to let it go; I needed someone 
else to tell me that what I had done was fine. My 
friends laughed at his attitude, but that was not 
what I was looking for. I wanted them to talk to 
me seriously—I don’t know why, this wasn’t the 
time, but still, that was what I needed. I needed 
someone to speak to me clearly and seriously 
about what had happened, needed someone to 
make me feel less uncomfortable or even just to 
tell me “You’re exaggerating—let it go.” But no-
body did. They all just laughed.
That scene stuck in my head all weekend. 
Even today, remembering it, I’m not sure why 
it affected me so much. It was the first time I 
had experienced a microaggression, or at least it 
was the first time I had taken it seriously. Maybe 
this was because I was far from home, maybe 
it was because I knew nobody here was going 
to understand me, but this event really marked 
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me. It happened in a matter of  seconds, but 
even now, after more than a year, my brain has 
ways of  reminding me of  it from time to time.
Maybe it hit me so hard because I would 
never be able to talk to the guy again. Maybe 
I needed an explanation; maybe I wanted to 
give him a chance to express himself  correctly, 
or correct his words, or remain silent. But the 
truth is, I will never know what he meant. I will 
never know if  he said it “with good intentions” 
or to minimize me.
I would like to say that this was the only ex-
perience with microaggression I have had, but 
that would not be true. This was only my first 
such experience. Looking back, I am surprised 
it took a month for such a thing to happen.
When I am walking down the street talking 
on the phone in Spanish, some people stare, 
not in a way that makes me think, maybe, they 
like what I’m wearing…because the eyes don’t 
lie. Everyone knows what it feels like not to be 
well received or accepted. And it hurts to admit 
that during my first year, I was embarrassed to 
speak Spanish in public because I was afraid 
people would look at me judgmentally. How 
could I be ashamed of  my mother tongue? 
How could I let a couple of  looks destroy me 
so fast? Several moments have made me feel 
uncomfortable about my identity. Misplaced 
comments have come my way more times than 
I can count, ranging from people asking if  my 
country is “civilized” to comments as small as 
“I can’t believe there are Starbucks in Peru.” I 
mean, we are from the same continent!
As the months passed, I experienced what 
being a minority was like. I became very timid 
when speaking in English. I became very shy 
when it came to class participation. I did not 
want others to hear my accent; I felt that every 
time I opened my mouth, I would trip on my 
words. Before coming to the U.S., I had been 
very confident about my reading and writing, 
but once I was here, it was as if  I forgot how 
to do both.
I began to feel comfortable around only cer-
tain people. I began to limit my contact with 
others. I started speaking only to other foreign 
students because theirs was the only company 
in which I felt accepted, safe.
The following semesters were different. I 
started to feel uncomfortable on campus. I got 
more homesick than I should have and thought 
more and more about my identity and culture. 
Every new incident reminded me of  what I 
was—a minority.
The experience that perhaps scared me the 
most happened when I was eating with a friend 
on South Campus. Like everyone else, we were 
talking and laughing. We didn’t do anything dif-
ferent from others, apart from speaking Span-
ish. A tall, long-haired guy was walking by, and 
the moment he passed us he stopped abruptly. 
He turned to look directly into my eyes. It 
took me a few seconds to realize I felt scared. 
I stopped talking, stopped smiling. He stood 
there for a few more seconds until he decided 
to continue on his way—slowly, very slowly. I 
had never seen my friend more terrified. With-
“How could I be ashamed of my mother tongue? 
How could I let a couple of looks destroy me so fast?”
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out saying anything, we grabbed our bags and 
left. It took four or five minutes before either 
of  us said a word.
I still see this guy on the bus or walking on 
campus. I always walk a little faster when I do. 
I look down. I make sure I don’t say a word in 
Spanish.
I never have the opportunity to express or 
defend myself  for fear of  sounding stupid, for 
fear that nobody will understand me and that 
people will shut me up. Despite meeting people 
of  many different nationalities, I will always be 
a minority at Syracuse University. Today, writ-
ing this, I am still afraid. I’m afraid that some 
people would prefer me silent.
On the night of  November 6, racial slurs 
were written in a bathroom stall of  Day Hall. 
Like me, Syracuse’s Department of  Public 
Safety kept quiet, perhaps to avoid chaos or 
making people feel uncomfortable. Sometimes 
violence begins as a microaggression—with 
a comment, with a joke—but sometimes it 
begins with acts like these in which hate and 
violence are portrayed in their purest and most 
evident form. More than twelve other incidents 
have happened since that night.
The types of  aggression I have experienced 
since that day have been different. People are 
no longer limiting themselves to stares or com-
ments disguised as innocent jokes. Attackers no 
longer feel ashamed and antagonized.
During a class, the teacher asked us what we 
thought about the recent events. As always, to 
avoid chaos, I decided to keep quiet. Nobody 
spoke at first. Maybe everyone expected me to 
say something given that I was the only person 
of  color in my class. When others saw that I 
would not speak, the comments started, very 
shyly. “The protests are not worth it,” said one 
student, while another added, “This is a mar-
keting scheme.” One student suggested that to 
avoid racism, more students of  color should be 
part of  the university. I was beginning to ac-
cept his idea when another student abruptly 
said, “It’s against the law to prioritize people of  
color.” Prioritize? Against the law? I kept looking 
down. I held my hands together, hoping the 
teacher would interrupt. But the comments 
kept coming, and I zoned out for a while. As 
I forced my mind to leave the room, I heard 
comments such as “I don’t feel simple graffiti 
warrants this kind of  response,” and “People at 
SU are never going to be satisfied.”
Why did I deserve to be there? I felt like a 
burden to this country.
I went to office hours after this incident. 
I tried to look at my teacher without letting 
a tear drop; I tried so hard I started shaking. 
My hands began to sweat. My teacher stopped 
speaking and just looked at me in the eye. It did 
not take long for me to burst into tears.
No shame. No fear. At last, I could speak.
This was the same teacher in whose class 
we had a conversation about diversity nearly 
a month ago. You might not believe me if  I 
told you that during this talk not a single stu-
dent of  color gave an opinion. Why were we so 
scared? The talk was led by white students who 
insisted that Syracuse University was a diverse 
institution. They spoke about diversity as if  one 
“I still see this guy on the bus or walking on campus.  
I always walk a little faster when I do.”  
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student of  color per class was enough to meet 
the legal requirement, or as if  having been in 
high school with three people of  color meant 
you had the right to speak about diversity. I saw 
how some of  the people of  color moved their 
heads slightly in disapproval of  the comments. 
I wanted to raise my voice, but I did not want 
to start a fight. I did not want to bother anyone.
The first effect of  terrorism is psychological, 
and they are doing what they know best, keep-
ing us silent. This is terrorism.
There are different types of  aggression. 
Not all are as obvious as graffiti, but there are 
less obvious kinds of  aggression that occur, 
for example, in the form of  stares, signifying 
threats. How does one report something like 
that? How does one address threatening looks 
or comments such as the one I received at the 
party? Why do we have to wait for graffiti to 
accept that there is hate on campus?
When are we going to realize that violence 
and racism are a reality on this campus? Most 
important, what are we waiting for? What are 
we waiting to have happen to make authorities 
realize there is an evident issue, a threat?
Let’s talk about microaggressions. Let’s talk 
about murmurs and stares. We shouldn’t need a 
manifesto or graffiti to make us realize that the 
institutionalization of  violence is intertwined 
with the crisis the university is experiencing. 
Hate has roots in our university. Only by speak-
ing about every kind of  hate will we uproot the 
violence. Most crucially, let’s talk, knowing that 
there is someone out there listening. Let’s fight 
for the creation of  accessible platforms where 
we can talk about what many people don’t con-
sider a threat.
The creation of  accessible platforms would 
end the cycle of  silence and violence. We are 
aware that violence can be combated by speak-
ing up, but it is so difficult to do so. It is so 
difficult to raise your voice against violence 
knowing repercussions might come, know-
ing you could make someone angry, knowing 
you could be shot. Accessible platforms on 
which to report incidents would offer freedom. 
Anonymous reporting would give all people a 
chance to express themselves without feeling 
threatened. I understand how hard it is to say 
what you feel, especially when you are in the 
spotlight. I dream of  the day we have a plat-
form that gives those who want to speak the 
opportunity to do so with freedom and confi-
dence. It would serve to support and give peace 
of  mind to those who remain silent as well, as 
we need to acknowledge that people should 
never be forced to speak.
I do not intend to be a singular ambassador 
for people of  color, and neither should anyone 
else. We do not deserve the pressure that is put 
on us. We do not deserve all the looks we get 
when people talk about racism or diversity. We 
should not have the responsibility of  educat-
ing people about hate. We deserve comfort and 
peace—peace of  mind and peace in our own 
skins. We need to know that wherever we are 
on campus, we will be accepted regardless of  
our race, culture, or beliefs. It is not about be-
ing an ambassador or being a representative; it 
is about collectivism and support.
Dear Syracuse University:
Give us the chance to feel supported, heard, 
valued. Because I am a person of  color, and 
I have as many feelings as any other person. 
Because I am a person of  color, and my 
voice deserves to be heard as much as any 
other voice. Because violence has no place 
on campus. Violence has no place in society.
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pAutism 
Pain
         Johanna Chojnicki
Although I may be in Pain
I live my life every day
I persevere
Regardless of what I feel
Pain taught me many things
Empathy towards others
Never judge
Until I walk a mile in the other person’s 
shoes
Pain takes on many forms
Physical and emotional
Both hidden and in plain sight
Although I may be in Pain
I live my life every day
I persevere
ain takes on so many forms during a 
person’s life. It can be temporary. It 
comes and goes like the tides of  the 
ocean or the waxing and waning of  the moon. 
It can be permanent until the day a person 
dies. Pain is described as both a noun and a 
verb. As a noun, according to Merriam-Web-
ster, pain is described as:
1. “a localized or generalized unpleasant 
bodily sensation or complex of sensations 
that cause mild to severe physical discomfort 
and emotional distress and typically results 
from bodily disorder (such as injury or 
disease).”
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2. “a basic bodily sensation that is induced by 
a noxious stimulus, is received by naked nerve 
endings, is associated with actual or potential 
tissue damage, is characterized by physical 
discomfort (such as pricking, throbbing, or 
aching), and typically leads to evasive action.”
3. “mental or emotional distress or suffering.”
4. “one that irks or annoys or is otherwise 
troublesome.”
5. “trouble, care, or effort taken to accomplish 
something.”
6.  “the throes of childbirth.”
As a verb, it is described as:
1.  “to make suffer or cause distress to.”
2.  “to put (oneself) to trouble or exertion.”
3.  “to give or have a sensation of pain.”
These defi nitions describe a word with 
many connotations. People understand the 
concept of  pain through personal experience 
and through empathy for others. Empathy is 
“the ability to form an embodied representa-
tion of  another’s emotional state, while at the 
same time being aware of  the causal mecha-
nism that induced the emotional state in the 
other” (Hadjikhani et al.). For me, though, 
pain is the price I pay as a high-functioning 
Autistic. For about a decade, I have lived with 
a constant headache that no amount of  medi-
cation could ever cure.
Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is clas-
sifi ed as a lack of  communication skills, 
social behaviors, and eye contact on a spec-
trum of  severity. As the disorder’s prevalence 
increased, so has research, highlighting its 
impact on people’s lives. We know now, for 
example, that vaccines are not the cause of  
Autism. In fact, the condition is largely due to 
a combination of  genetic and environmental 
factors. In one study, for example, researchers 
found that the “heritability of  the disease was 
more than 80%, ranging from 50.9% (Finland) 
to 86.8% (Israel). The team says the fi ndings 
rovide the strongest evidence to date that the 
ajority of  risk for Autism is from genetic fac-
ors, not environmental factors” (Knowridge). 
hat same study also supports the fact that a 
other being emotionally distant to her child 
s not a contributor to Autism as was once 
idely believed: “On the other hand, mater-
al factors only contributed to 1% of  autism. 
his shows that the role of  maternal factors 
as nonexistent or minimal” (Knowridge). 
esearch has helped to provide answers for 
arents, patients, doctors, and others.
For me, however, Autism has many compli-
ated aspects, some good and some bad. The 
ood is that I can see certain things with clarity 
ientifi c facts. I can help educate oth-
Autism and make beautiful artwork. 
 become a research participant. The 
f  Autism for me is fi nicky eating, 
ry issues, and headaches that have 
about a decade.
 was younger, I was not as high func-
exhibited the more classic behaviors 
, such as fl apping my arms, poor eye 
ensory issues, frustration and self-
. As I entered puberty, my Autism 
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started to change. My outwardly Autistic be-
haviors started to diminish over the years as I 
became capable of  communicating my needs 
and using tools that I had learned from my 
teachers until I became a higher-functioning 
Autistic. I am now at the point where I do not 
even need the label anymore. 
As my Autistic behaviors diminished, they 
were replaced with psychosomatic headaches 
that no amount of  medications could cure. As 
I delved in for answers, I found that scientists 
were already researching the aspects of  Au-
tism concerning pain in a study that looked at 
high-functioning Autistics and their interpre-
tation of  pain. It noted that “high-functioning 
adults with ASD present with heightened be-
havioral and neural responses to pain anticipa-
tion” (Gu et al.). When Autistics are facing the 
anticipation of  the pain, their anxiety levels 
increase, leading to behavioral problems. For 
example, when I was younger, I would act out 
every time I had to get a vaccination shot. My 
mother and I came up with a technique for me 
to cope with my fear of  getting a shot and the 
resulting pain in my arm. She would give me 
a super tight hug while singing in my ear and 
make me look away as the doctor gave me the 
shot. The hug and singing helped to distract 
me and made the pain go away. I still need a 
hug whenever I get a shot.
In another journal article where the re-
searchers examine the anxiety levels in partici-
pants during the pain process, they state:
In conclusion, the present study found that 
for individuals with ASD, their pain re-
sponse was greater as the symptom sever-
ity increased. Furthermore, the relationship 
between autism severity and the pain was 
mediated by the mood factors of  anxiety 
and depression. These findings expand pre-
vious research and provide a potential ex-
planation for the differences between self-
report of  pain and pain behavior in the real 
world, which has suggested reduced pain 
response in ASD, and the procedural pain 
observations and experimental pain models 
may be a result of  differences in the anxi-
ety provoked during these activities. These 
findings also suggest that managing nega-
tive mood may be differences between self-
report of  pain and pain behavior in the real 
world, which has suggested reduced pain 
response in ASD, and the procedural pain 
observations and experimental pain models 
may be a result of  differences in the anxi-
ety provoked during these activities. These 
findings also suggest that managing nega-
tive mood may be important during medi-
cal procedures in ASD. (Garcia-Villamisar 
et al.)
Mood is also a significant factor in Autism, 
even though people on the Autism spectrum 
have trouble understanding it. They neverthe-
less feel emotions and have moods. When I am 
in a stressful environment, it affects my mood, 
which then in turn, affects the pain level of  my 
headaches. Since I’m immune to pain medi-
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cation, I find ways to reduce my pain. I draw, 
write, listen to music, and watch television to 
reduce my stress, which reduces my pain.
Another aspect of  Autism is behavior:
The here presented dissociation between 
vicarious social and physical pain in ASD 
on the neural systems level seems par-
ticularly valuable, since, to the best of  
our knowledge, it provides the first neural 
evidence for long-hypothesized differential 
strategies in dealing with complex social 
situations in ASD: while HCs rely on in-
tuitively embodying others’ affect, the hip-
pocampal involvement suggests that ASD 
patients access explicit memory represen-
tations of  socially appropriate behavior to 
surpass interoceptive routes. (Krach et al.)
The article explains that Autistics learn body 
language to compensate for their diminished 
capability of  understanding of  social situa-
tions. High-functioning Autistics, however, 
have highly developed problem-solving skills 
and creativity—skills that employers are look-
ing for in an employee—which compensate 
for diminished social interaction. In a re-
cent article in the Wall Street Journal, Maitane 
Sardon writes about how Microsoft had made 
changes to the interviewing process to hire 
employees with Autism because of  their ex-
ceptional programming and computer code 
writing skills (Sardon). There is hope for 
people with Autism. They need to understand 
how they function and get the help that they 
need to deal with social interactions. Autistics 
offer society a well of  creativity (e.g., Albert 
Einstein for example was thought to be on 
the Autism spectrum).
Autism has many downfalls, but it also has 
many advantages. My downfall is that I will al-
ways be in pain, but my greatest advantage is 
to understand and empathize with people who 
are suffering.
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Open My Mouth
Annie Shi
At the front of  the room, the professor brings up the reading from last night. It’s a loaded one—about intersec-
tional disability—and no one raises their hand. 
“What does everyone think?” she asks. 
You think it’s great that the reading addressed 
the representation of  marginalized groups in 
modern media, that as a fervent advocate for 
diversity in contemporary media, you were ec-
static to see your passions reflected in a class-
room discussion. You want to say all that, but 
you don’t. 
It’s not like she’ll throw you out for saying the 
wrong thing. I can’t raise my hand. There’s not even 
a right or wrong answer. She’s asking for your opinion! 
I can’t. 
“Anyone have anything else to say?” the pro-
fessor asks kindly, her gaze lingering on you. I do, 
you think. I have something to say. You smile, nod, 
and look back down onto your laptop screen—a 
42
decade-long rehearsed performance.
I have something to say. It would be so easy 
to say it.
The topic of  discussion slips away, the con-
versation continuing without you—on and on. 
—
If  you’ve been taught your whole life to sit 
down and shut up, how do you start letting 
words out of  your throat again? 
Before I started primary school, I was 
friends with the most beautiful girl in the 
world. To this day, the image of  bliss in 
my mind’s eye is this: her, staying over for 
the night; us sitting on the hardwood floor, 
finger-painting on printer paper, and mak-
ing up stories with our stuffed animals. She 
was always the leader between the two of  
us, taking my hand and leading me into our 
kingdom of  ixora shrubs and playground 
swings. We woke each other up before sun-
rise, giggling all the way to the 24/7 conve-
nience store down the road, stuffing things 
into our t-shirts to sneak through the back 
door. I yearned to share her confidence and 
imagination, to be worthy of  her. 
In retrospect, I should have realized I 
wasn’t straight a lot sooner, but that’s a story 
for another memoir, I think. 
Then, we started primary school together. 
I couldn’t ask for anything more. We shared 
curry puffs and rice during recess, blew rasp-
berries together (and got punished, together) 
during the most boring parts of  morning as-
sembly. We were in different classes—me in 
1F and her in 1D, but then, they were just 
numbers. 
After the third grade, they weren’t. All pri-
mary 2 students had to take an exam and un-
dergo fen ban (literally dividing classes)—and 
each eight-year-old child was put into a class 
according to their grades. L was for the “gift-
ed” kids and A, the least academically inclined. 
I was sorted into J and my best friend into E. 
These characters became our scarlet letters—
and with the honest viciousness that only chil-
dren raised in toxic circumstances could mus-
ter, they became how we ranked each other. 
In our little schoolyard hierarchy, I was now 
different from my best friend. She teased me 
about being a nerd, but the frustration was 
clear in her voice, a reminder of  her school-
assigned-failure every time she looked at me. 
We stopped talking, slowly, then altogether. 
No parents questioned the mental bur-
den of  labeling and sorting children into a 
ranking system, with full grades tenderly ex-
posed for all to see. At eight years old, your 
grades could determine the rest of  your 
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life. It was just the way things were there; 
to teach the children discipline, to keep us 
chasing infinitely after that highest letter. 
—
Three years ago, a decade after our first 
sorting, my best friend, the first girl I had ever 
loved, broke down to me about the effect that 
all this had on her. 
I remembered her to have been the most 
outgoing, stubborn, creative person I had ever 
known throughout my childhood. It was she 
who led me to become a content creator to-
day. 
She had dropped out of  secondary school 
and cried in bed as her parents tried to drag 
her out, refusing to step into the schoolyard. 
After keeping up that cheery facade for years, 
the debilitating self-worth problems had finally 
torn through her, its seeds planted by a system 
that devoured children. 
—
In the “upper letter” classes like mine, the 
teachers were given free reign of  their classes. 
They had to produce results, after all. Ask-
ing the “wrong” questions, producing the 
“wrong” answers, or even making a single 
spelling mistake would mean “arms out, in 
front of  the class.” Not a single student in 
their right mind would willingly put them-
selves in the line of  fire by making a sound 
in class, asking a question, or offering any an-
swers. I remembered seeing a classmate simply 
burst into tears when she was called on. 
Despite my attempts at laying low, I had 
somehow managed to catch my teacher’s eye. 
Before I knew what mental disorders even 
44
were—before the words “high-functioning” 
and “spectrum” ever crossed my mind—all 
I knew was that I had trouble concentrating 
in class. I was most comfortable when I had 
something to fiddle with—a pencil, a splin-
ter on the side of  my desk, or even my own 
hands. 
All my teachers knew was that I was being 
deliberately insubordinate by fidgeting in class 
after being beaten for it time and time again. 
On good days, they sent me to stand out-
side. I would use the dusty lockers as my table 
to keep writing, peering through the windows 
and straining to hear what the teachers were 
saying. Some weeks, I spent more time study-
ing the patterns on the dusty panes from out-
side, rather than inside the classroom. But I 
was rarely lucky. Even as I write this, my right 
hand hurts so much from the memories—so 
badly, that I have to take breaks from writing. 
On my twelfth birthday, I remember going 
home and showing my parents a palm more 
purple than pink. 
Today, they tell me that they wanted to go 
and give the teacher a piece of  their mind. 
They really wanted to, but that no other par-
ents went to complain—that’s just how things 
were then.
Last summer, on my annual visit back to my 
hometown in Singapore, gripped with a sud-
den impulse, I googled to see if  my Primary 6 
English teacher was still teaching at the school. 
She had been one of  the most brutally strict, 
and from all the daily insults she had hurled 
at me, I was convinced she genuinely, unin-
hibitedly, hated me. At my graduation, she had 
taken me by the shoulder and told me that I 
would become a better writer than she ever 
was, with a smile. I couldn’t believe my ears. If  
my parents hadn’t been there too, I would have 
thought I imagined it.
She was still a teacher there, her email and 
class schedules stark against the buzzing white 
of  my screen.
I remembered the Facebook invites I had 
gotten while I was in the United States, all of  
my old primary school classmates trying to 
organize a summer primary school meet-up. 
“To thank our teachers for teaching us disci-
pline and nurturing us, for helping us get into 
good schools,” one of  the descriptions read. 
As though all of  them—each and every one 
having been beaten and humiliated and sent 
to stand outside and peer in through the win-
dows—had gained some unfathomable wis-
dom. As though all that mistreatment could 
be overlooked as stepping-stones to success. 
I declined, each time, feeling more and more 
guilty that I couldn’t feel the gratitude and ma-
turity they all seemed to have developed. 
I hovered my cursor over her email, even 
started a draft, telling her what I had been up 
to. That I was on my way to becoming a writer, 
that I had found a passion for the written 
word. That maybe I should finally thank her, 
like everyone else had, for instilling in me the 
foundations of  success, an unwaveringly disci-
plined work ethic. Maybe I had finally grown 
enough to sweep those years of  fear and 
abuse under a carpet, like all of  my peers had. 
After a moment’s hesitation, I closed the 
browser window. I haven’t reconsidered it since. 
I don’t have to be strong enough to forgive. 
 
— 
While I was growing up, I knew about 
ADHD and dyslexia. I knew it was what made 
the “problem kids,” the ones my teachers 
and family mocked behind closed doors, the 
“thank God you’re not like that” unsaid but 
clearly heard. 
But the disorders that go unseen are the 
ones that make “good kids.” The inability to 
socialize means no disruptions during classes, 
no note-passing and raucous whispers. The 
unhealthy hyper-fixations on tiny details dur-
ing activities, the recognition of  patterns in 
math problems, the intense, tunnel-vision pas-
sion for a subject or craft—a Venn diagram 
of  the model “good, quiet” student and one 
plagued with a high-functioning learning dis-
order.  
Attentive, quiet, concentrative—good, good, 
good. Loudly expressing your feelings—bad, 
bad, bad. In my pursuit of  praise, I never 
learned how to communicate properly. I grew 
up swallowing my emotions, lungs swollen 
with words unsaid, and a heart ripe to burst. 
—
When I learned that we were moving to the 
United States, the land of  freedom, I didn’t 
feel much. A bird kept in a cage her whole life 
doesn’t know about the vast, hungry, universe 
overhead. I was plopped into a high school 
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two days after arriving at our new house, in 
the middle of  the semester. Ashamed of  my 
accent and struggling to communicate, I found 
myself  a stranger to Western culture and to all 
the already formed cliques. I had already been 
an avid reader and writer—my books and lap-
top filled with Word documents, the only con-
stant in an inconsistent lifestyle—but now, in 
the United States, I found writing to be one of  
the few platforms from which I could commu-
nicate myself  clearly. In English classes, after 
an assignment or two, I found myself  met with 
acknowledgement instead of  pity. 
But most of  the time, I sat in a corner, silent, 
the fear of  saying the wrong thing still pound-
ing in my veins. My teachers seemed to expect 
that I couldn’t speak English, quickly giving up 
on calling on me—and when they did, I would 
stammer nervously to the point of  incoherence, 
an unpleasant affair for everyone involved. 
One of my earliest 
memories: 
Sitting on my mom’s 
bed, her braiding 
my hair. “I think I 
like girls more than 
boys,” I told her. 
“Is that possible?” 
There was a pause, 
a sharp pain as she 
wrenched at my hair 
particularly hard.  
“别废话— Don’t talk 
about garbage like 
that,” she snapped. 
“You don’t know 
anything.” 
One of my best high 
school memories: 
Kissing a girl in the 
back of the dimmed 
auditorium during a 
Hamlet play.
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By the end of  sophomore year in college, 
I was spending entire nights googling for rea-
sons to justify dropping out. I was still too 
afraid to ever speak, my participation grades 
plummeting. Every lecture and workshop 
passed with my hands trembling with each ef-
fort to raise them and speak up, but I simply 
couldn’t. I didn’t understand why. I was tired, 
stressed, second-guessing my chosen field of  
study for the umpteenth time. 
I forced myself  to partake in lives that 
made me deathly uncomfortable—parties 
and heteronormative romantic relationships 
so toxic they could only be described as self-
destructive. Eventually, I began missing class 
after class, ignoring emails and calls, chiding 
myself  with every day that started and ended 
with me staying in bed. 
On the brink of  withering away, at the 
start of  junior year, I made the conscious 
decision to make an effort to get better—
a choice that I went back on several times. 
I could not have continued, even remotely, 
without incredible friends who promised to 
kick the door down to get to me on bad days, 
to professors who made an effort to under-
stand, gave me alternatives to class discus-
sion, and encouraged me in all the right ways. 
— 
This year—a new beginning. I emailed pro-
fessors at the start of  the semester to explain 
my situation, pleading for their understanding, 
and assuring them that I would give it my best. 
I found accommodations and understanding 
in the most surprising places. It’s still horribly 
difficult; the thought of  leading a discussion 
in front of  a physical crowd still makes me 
shiver on the best days, and the idea of  getting 
dressed and out of  the door are insurmount-
able tasks on the worst. 
But I’ve been taking small steps out of  my 
comfort zone, and I’m proud of  myself  for 
them. I’ve been stifled my whole life. It would 
be silly to start doing it to myself. 
 
—  
At the front of  the room, the professor 
brings up the reading from last night. It’s a 
loaded one—about the unethical representa-
tion of  mental illness in modern rhetoric. 
“What does everyone think?” he asks. 
You think that it’s disgusting that the men-
tally ill are often the villains in horror movies, 
with behaviors commonly associated with psy-
chological disorders. You want to tell him that. 
There are no right or wrong answers. You’ve 
written pages on online forums arguing this 
point; you’ve done your research, you know 
your stuff. The silence grows oppressive. 
It would be so easy to raise your hand and 
just say something, anything. 
So today, you do. 
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P U Z Z   L E S  
It would be an understatement to saythat family is complicated. The bondbetween mothers, fathers, and their chil-
dren do not always come as naturally as we
would like them to. Sometimes we take their
presence for granted. Other times, their ab-
sence—like missing puzzle pieces––makes us
question who we are. When there are open
spaces in our lives, we go to great lengths to
fill them and create a family that we may call
our own. Though we often think of  family
as those who are related to us by blood, it is
much more than that. A family can be com-
prised of  any group of  people regardless of 
blood relation: parents with adopted children,
step-parents and step-children, a tightly-knit
group of  friends, and so on. The authors in
this section grapple with these challenges,
highlighting how our identities are shaped by
those closest to us. Whether our family puzzle
is made up of pieces cut from the same cloth,
or filled with shapes different than our own,
it is we who choose which pieces to honor
and cherish. 
In “What Liam Knows,” Sarah Ales-
sandrini interviews two parents about their
adoption process, recounting the experience
of  raising their adopted son, Liam. The two
white immigrant parents are quickly given a
new perspective on racial discrimination, as
a result of  raising a Black child. This capti-
vating story opens our eyes to the challenges
and discussions that come with being a mul-
tiracial family.
In “The Wrath of  Motherhood,” Taylor
Parks reflects on her mother’s battle with
multiple sclerosis and how her family has
coped with her mother’s deteriorating health.
This emotional piece highlights one young
woman’s appreciation for her mother and the
strength she’s shown. As the only parent pres-
ent in her life, Parks raises a question that we
all find ourselves asking: What do the people we
love the most teach us about ourselves? 
Isabella Leõn encourages us to think about
the sacrifices made by family members to pro-
vide better opportunities for their children. In
“Educated,” Leõn contrasts the life of a privi-
leged girl’s college experience with the lives
of  her two hardworking immigrant parents,
recounting the struggles they endured to sup-
port her. Leõn stresses how easily we can for-
get where we came from, and how important
it is to remember.
Last but not least, Lily Mullan writes about
her journey towards reclaiming the eye color
she inherited from her estranged father. “Eyes
of His, Eyes of Mine” is a thought-provoking
piece that emphasizes the symbolic power of 
physical characteristics passed down to us, and
how they can serve as a roadblock on our path
of  self-discovery.
We hope that these stories allow you to re-
flect on the people in your life who you con-
sider to be a part of  your family. Now more
than ever, people are searching for a place to
belong. We hope that you find the people that
will stand by you through anything. No matter
what pieces make up your puzzle, the word
“family” is yours to define.
—Sydney Guyton, Stephanie Baquero,
and Tyler Gilfus 
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Sarah Alessandrini
Anne Hoffman peered over to the phone. It was 2016, and in those days, she  jumped whenever the landline rang. 
Her husband, Sal Paolozza, a middle-aged 
Italian immigrant, returned to their suburban 
Philadelphia home, where their six-year-old 
adopted son, Liam, was busy playing with his au 
pair. Sal turned to his wife.
“Let’s go walk the dogs,” Sal said. He was 
speaking in code. Anne understood, but Liam 
did not. The boy watched his parents leave the 
house. He didn’t understand the situation at 
hand—or did he? It was hard to tell. Liam was 
a smart boy for his age, who often pretended 
he didn’t understand, when in reality, he knew 
more than anyone realized. 
Outside, Sal relayed to his wife the details of  
his latest conversation with their lawyers. They 
never spoke about the case for Liam’s custo-
dy in the house. That year, the five-year case 
against their son’s birth mother would finally 
come to a close.
The couple had never thought about adop-
tion—they wanted to have biological children. 
After being unable to conceive, Anne decided 
it wasn’t in God’s will for them. They would do 
something different with their lives.
During Christmas time, Sal and Anne were 
watching TV when they saw an advertisement 
about fostering children. 
“Let’s foster a child,” Sal said. 
Anne said no. If  they fostered a child, she 
knew she’d fall in love. 
“Then let’s adopt.” 
“No,” she repeated. “I want a biological 
child. I want a child who looks like me.” 
“But if  we raise the child,” Sal argued, “they 
might pick up on our traits, our likeness. We 
will raise them based on our own morals and 
beliefs. Isn’t that enough?”
The couple agreed to apply for adoption, 
specifically for a white child—a child who 
would look like them. Two years passed; no 
child came.
“Well,” Sal said, “What if  we put in for a 
Black child?” They knew a Black child would 
never resemble either of  them.
They checked the box anyway.
A week later, they received a call. Come pick 
up your son. 
His name was Liam, chosen by the biolog-
ical mother. The couple decided to keep the 
name to honor the mother, but also because 
it was pronounced the same in every language 
they spoke. No European would be unable to 
pronounce “Liam.”
There was no nine-month pregnancy. No 
preparation time. They received the call and 
What Liam Knows
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just like that, they had a child. A life had been 
placed into their hands overnight, along with 
all the bundled-up joy, excitement, burden, and 
anxiety of  parenthood. 
The Paolozzas had waited two years for a 
child but never set up a baby room, bought any 
clothes, or prepared anything at all—they were 
afraid. “Never prepare the child’s room,” they’d 
been told. “It’ll only make the situation more 
traumatic if  it doesn’t work out.” A neighbor 
brought them a twenty-year-old crib from her 
garage, and that was all. They prepared Liam’s 
room in four hours.
About a month later, they received another 
call.
In the state of  Pennsylvania, birth parents 
have thirty days to revoke consent of  adoption. 
Liam’s birth mother called on the thirty-first 
day; her lawyer said she messed up the dates.
Anne screamed and cried, not wanting to 
give her baby back. But Sal remained calm and 
stoic, sitting her down to explain, “It’s the right 
thing to do.” 
They went to the agency with baby Liam and 
waited, but the mother never showed up. She 
said she wanted her baby but never arrived. The 
Paolozzas decided to fight for their son.
The court case lasted for five years, leaving 
the family in a torturous limbo no parent could 
ever imagine, having their son but not really 
having him. Liam lived with Sal and Anne and 
attended school throughout the duration of  the 
case. All the while, he had no official papers. His 
adoption wasn’t finalized. The family couldn’t 
leave the country at all and needed permission 
to travel with Liam. Sal dealt with the lawyers 
while Anne managed everything at home. She 
lived in constant fear of  the landline—a call 
that someone was coming to take her son away. 
Walking in the streets, if  she saw a woman who 
resembled Liam’s birth mother, she tensed up, 
fearing that she would approach them.
The history of  Liam’s birth parents unfold-
ed in the court case. They weren’t married, nor 
were they ever together. Liam’s father was mar-
ried to another woman. As detail after detail 
surfaced, the truth became clear: Liam’s birth 
mother wasn’t interested in having her son 
back. She wanted her son’s father back. 
Anne and Sal won the case for Liam’s cus-
tody. He had to appear in court with them in 
order to finalize the adoption. They pulled 
Liam out of  school early and brought him to 
the courthouse. The family faced the judge, 
who’d followed them throughout the five-year 
case. He shed a tear as he leaned over to look at 
Liam, sitting between his parents. 
“Liam,” he said. “You are now officially, 
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Liam Samuel Paolozza.” 
Anne had never seen Sal cry. But that day, he 
let out a guttural, choking gasp, stunning both 
his wife and son. He hovered over Liam, bury-
ing his face in the boy’s shoulder to maintain his 
pride, so no one could see him cry. 
Anne had been crying for the past six 
years—she was nearly all cried out. To her, it 
was the day she gave birth—the most beautiful 
day of  her life. After years of  stress and un-
certainty, fighting to keep their son, Liam was 
officially theirs.
The family celebrated, spending a whole 
day in the city. They went to lunch, enjoyed the 
holiday scenery, and bought Liam whatever he 
wanted. 
The initial paperwork alone had been a 
nightmare. Anne and Sal weren’t U.S. citizens 
at the time, which only made the process more 
difficult. They met while both living and work-
ing in Canada. Anne was born and raised in 
Montreal. Sal immigrated from Naples. They 
married in 2003, five years before they followed 
their dream of  starting a new life in the Unit-
ed States. To adopt Liam, they had to contact 
the Royal Canadian Mounted Police for their 
required clearances. They had to prove they 
were financially stable and that they weren’t 
criminals. Then, they had in-person interviews. 
“Will you introduce him to his culture?” the 
agency asked. 
“Yes.” 
“Will you make him aware of  his race?”
“Yes.”
“Are you sure you want to adopt a Black 
child?” 
Anne and Sal didn’t understand. Why would 
a Black child be a problem? Today, more than 
40% of  adoptions are transracial in nature, ac-
cording to an article in Time (Valby). Anne and 
Sal weren’t American. They didn’t understand 
the history of  discrimination in the United 
States. Race was never an issue for them in 
Canada. Anne never would have imagined that, 
nine years later, her son would be isolated on 
the playground for the color of  his skin. 
Anne picked Liam up from school as she 
would any normal day. She’d always ask, “How 
was your day?” and receive the typical, passive 
response, “Oh, it was fine.” Still, she asked, 
“How was your day?” Liam began to cry. He 
cried so much that his mom had to pull over 
and park the car. He explained the story—he 
and his two Black friends were playing when a 
boy came up to them and said, “We don’t play 
with Black kids. No Black kids on the play-
ground.” Anne was shocked, revolted. It was 
2019. They’re nine years old. Where were they 
learning this?
Anne always taught her son how to handle 
situations on his own, but this time she saw 
a need to get involved. She went right home 
and called the mother of  Liam’s friend, one of  
the other Black boys he was with on the play-
ground. The mother remained calm and sighed.
“Annie,” she said. “Welcome to our world.” 
“What are you talking about?” she asked. 
“Listen,” the mother said, “this is our life.” 
Anne never could have understood the 
situation African Americans face in the U.S., 
until she experienced it herself. The three 
mothers emailed the school principal together 
and arranged a meeting.
The three sets of  parents—two African 
American couples and the Paolozzas—sat 
down with the elementary school principal. 
Anne called the meeting a “colossal waste of  
time.” The school referred to the incident as an 
“isolated event,” with no mention of  race. They 
resolved nothing. 
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In school, Liam, the two other Black boys, 
and the white boy were all called to the office. 
The principal made the boy apologize to Liam 
and his friends. On their way out of  the office, 
the boy said in Liam’s ear, “I hate you.”
Liam went home and told his mother. 
“What did you say back?” she asked. Liam 
shrugged. 
“I just walked away.” 
None of  the boys put up a fight that day 
on the playground. They didn’t push or shove, 
yell or argue their case. Instead, they remained 
silent, turning and walking the other way. Their 
mothers had all taught them the same lesson—
never fight a white kid, because you’ll always 
wind up guilty. You’ll always lose. 
Liam knows his parents are white. Anne 
isn’t sure Liam understands yet what adoption 
means, but of  course, the differences are clear. 
At a young age, he’d ask: 
“Mommy, where am I from? Am I born in 
your tummy?” 
“No,” she’d say. “But you’re born in my 
heart.”
Cardell Jacobsen, a professor at Brigham 
Young University and an adoption expert, said 
in a BYU newspaper article that identity issues 
often arise for Black children who grow up in 
white families (Moore).
Allowing Liam to self-identify was always 
of  the utmost importance. Liam joined a club 
at his school called Sankofa, which means, “re-
turning to your roots.” The group meets to 
discuss topics and issues relevant to African 
American children their age. Anything Liam 
wishes to do related to his identity, his parents 
allow him to do so—from exploring his Afri-
can heritage to choosing his haircuts.
“Mommy,” he used to say. “You’re not get-
ting my line right.” He’d point to his hairline 
just above his forehead. He goes to a barber 
now, where he dictates how he wants his hair 
cut. Anne allows Liam to make choices based 
on what he knows about himself, his identity 
and his culture, which she knows she can never 
fully understand. 
In an essay titled “The Transracial Adop-
tion Paradox,” Richard M. Lee writes that the 
process of  cultural socialization for transracial 
families is complicated by the apparent racial 
and ethnic differences. African American adop-
tees whose parents promoted their child’s race 
had a more positive adjustment and identity 
development.
As Anne sees Liam spending more and 
more time with African American friends, she 
also sees that he has a lot of  Italian friends. 
Anne has never seen a people more proud 
of  their nationality than the Italians. Liam 
mirrors his father’s pride, which Anne says Sal 
never needed to force onto Liam—it was al-
most transmitted, from father to son. Liam 
recognizes his father’s outspoken, unwavering 
pride in his country. He sees his name, Paolozza, 
and that is enough for him to know—he’s Ital-
ian. At nine-years-old, Liam chose his identity, 
an Italian African American. 
In the Paolozza house, God is the center 
of  daily life. But Anne and Sal never intro-
duced religion to Liam. The family is grateful, 
“He hovered over Liam, burying his face in the  
boy’s shoulder to maintain his pride, so no one 
could see him cry.”
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and they know to whom they are grateful, but 
that is all. Their faith in God is strong, without 
needing to clarify, “Mommy is Jewish, Daddy is 
Catholic.” Liam has never been to a church nor 
a synagogue, which Anne regrets. Not that it’s 
too late, but they’ve focused on other aspects 
of  Liam’s identity. 
Anne and Sal are open to their lack of  un-
derstanding and try their best to learn from the 
parents of  Liam’s friends. But Liam will still say 
to his mother, “You don’t understand. You’re 
white. Everyone at your school is white.” Anne 
teaches Spanish at a private, Catholic all-girls 
high school just outside of  Philadelphia. 
Anne reminds him, “Yes, I’m white, but I’m 
also Jewish.” 
Jews are an invisible minority. Liam has it 
harder as a visible minority. However, Anne 
and Sal’s own ethnic backgrounds and status 
as immigrants in the United States help them 
better relate to the struggles of  their son. In 
his home, Liam is surrounded by differences. 
Anne speaks six languages. She’ll speak French 
one minute, then the phone will ring, and she’ll 
pick up in Spanish. Friends and family enter 
and leave the house from a variety of  cultures. 
Anne and Sal have traveled all over the world, 
and they love to bring Liam with them to coun-
tries like Israel and Italy.
Anne’s parents were Romanian Jews, but 
naturalized as French. They immigrated to 
Canada from France in 1968. Her father was 
born during the last year of  World War II, so 
he was baptized, and completely renounced 
Judaism, out of  fear of  lingering antisem-
itism. Anne’s mother was raised more cul-
turally Jewish. She spoke frequently about 
their ancestors during the Holocaust, but 
her father would always change the subject. 
It wasn’t until college when Anne began to 
educate herself  on her own identity. In Eu-
rope, Jews were the persecuted ones. In the 
United States, it’s African Americans who 
were freed from slavery only to suffer for 
years more—and are still suffering—from 
discrimination, hate, and blatant ignorance. 
Anne wants to teach her son how to emerge 
stronger from his experiences. After all the 
family has been through, they’ve only grown 
stronger. Sal and Anne are lucky to have many 
supportive friends and family, but it’s their fam-
ily union that’s the most important. As long as 
the three of  them—Anne, Sal, and Liam—are 
happy and healthy, getting along and planning 
for the future, then nothing else matters. 
But Anne has one regret. 
“It’s a shame we’re old,” she’s said to her 
husband. When the couple adopted Liam, 
Anne was 40 and Sal was 46. Had they adopted 
him 10 years earlier, she says, she would love 
to live one year abroad, maybe in Italy, just so 
Liam could see there is a world out there that 
isn’t narrow-minded, focused on race, Black 
and white. There are other issues, sure—Jews 
and Muslims, for example. But no other coun-
try in the world, Anne says, has the same prob-
lem the United States has, in terms of  racial 
discrimination. 
Anne is terrified for her son, but she always 
tells him, it’s peoples lack of  education and their 
own human nature that causes them to react the 
way they do toward people who are different. 
She wants Liam to be educated and know his 
worth. Sal and Anne are both educated. Anne 
found a job three days after immigrating to the 
United States, just because of  all the languages 
she speaks. When someone makes fun of  her 
accent, or the way she might pronounce some-
thing in English, she laughs it off  and thinks, 
“How many languages do you speak? Did you 
leave everything behind at age 38 and come to a 
different country?” Sal is a successful, self-made 
businessman. Anne teases him about his thick 
Italian accent, but it doesn’t bother him, and 
why should it? He’s successful. He’s educated. 
He knows his worth. Liam’s parents want him 
to be able to walk away from people’s ignorance 
and stupidity, and still feel comfortable in his 
own skin. 
Two days after the white boy whispered “I 
hate you” in Liam’s ear, Anne pulled up to the 
school to see the two playing together on the 
playground. 
“Liam!” she said when her son got into the 
car. “What are you doing?” 
Liam said, “You know Mommy, he came 
and said he wanted to play with me. I figured 
I’d give it a try.”
She knew she shouldn’t fight it. She felt 
proud of  her son, but also, as a mother, still 
concerned—she didn’t want her son to be a 
pushover. 
“That’s great, Liam,” she said. “But you do 
understand what he said was wrong?” 
“I do understand,” he said. “But I’m trying 
to move forward.” 
Anne never babied Liam. She always spoke 
to him like an adult. Sometimes he needs to be 
the one to throw his hands up and say, “Mom! 
Stop! I’m only nine!” 
“Oh, okay, right,” she’ll say. “Go play 
Pokémon.” 
If  Liam ever has questions about his race, 
the situation in the United States, and the 
struggles he might face, Anne said that she 
will tell him whatever she can. Someday, if  he 
ever wants to know about his birth parents, the 
story behind the court case, she will answer 
those questions, too. 
“Go over to family court,” she’ll tell him. “I 
think your file is the biggest one there.” 
Liam is a smart boy. He loves math and 
numbers, and he already knows he wants to be 
an engineer. He has little interest in learning a 
language, but he understands the French his 
mother speaks, and might even respond. “Only 
when he wants something,” she says. 
Liam is a dreamer, according to his mother. 
She has to be the one trying in desperation 
to bring him back to Earth, both feet on the 
ground. Life is tough, she tells him. Even after 
the incident on the playground, he doesn’t un-
derstand the position he’s in as a Black boy in 
the United States, as someone who is different, 
the challenges which he will face every day, and 
what is to come. 
Unless he does understand. In which case, 
“He’s fooling us,” his mother says. That is pos-
sible, too. 
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The Wrath of  Motherhood 
Taylor Parks 
Ihave always admired my mother’s hands. They were so nimble, yet so strong. She played flute and piano her entire life, 
which led her to instill a strong sense of 
rhythm in my family. She was the driving force 
of our pulsating dynamic. Her hands would 
move up and down the keys as we sang along 
to our favorite songs. My sister slowly took 
after her, devouring book after book, per-
fecting each piece. Chopin, Schumann and
Tchaikovsky filled my childhood with the 
comfort of sweet melodies. We grew up 
56 
seated at the piano bench, crafting our futures 
around classical cacophony. She pushed us by 
enrolling us in lessons, instilling a powerful 
tempo into our everyday lives. 
Every now and then we would all end up 
plopped around the piano craving the music 
our mother had gifted us. Her hands would 
float down the keys to Bach early on Sunday 
mornings, when the light beamed through 
wooden windowpanes. The music crept 
through our home and filled each crevice with 
a tender sense of  appreciation. 
♪ 
We were seated at the long and tall dining 
room table, our feet dangling off our chairs 
in anticipation of the forthcoming. My moth-
er’s fingers were draped over the table, rest-
ing calmly on top of one another. She cried
often, never holding it back. It was something 
we were all used to. “Crying lets you feel,” she 
would say. 
The previous night’s sweat still glazed over 
my body; I worked nights as an Emergency 
Medical Technician, and the summer months 
were busy and hot. My sister sat patiently, very 
unlike herself. She sat straight, with her head 
the slightest bit angled in prolepsis. My tall, 
bubbly stepfather sat with his shoulders drawn 
in as if he were carrying the weight of every 
mistake on his back. 
Her voice shook as she said, “Thank you 
everyone for coming. We needed to have a 
family meeting.” A sigh clouded the room. 
Family meetings weren’t anything new to us. 
She exhaled and went on. “We finally know 
why I have been feeling so tired all the time, 
why I can’t go grocery shopping anymore, 
why I can’t do anything when I get home from 
work, and why I can barely wake up in the 
mornings.” She paused in exhaustion. 
“It’s not arthritis, or a haywire strain of the 
flu or pneumonia. I’ve been diagnosed with 
progressive multiple sclerosis.” I looked to my 
sister and saw that her eyes were beginning to 
swell. They’d known for a week. 
♪ 
Puzzles were her specialty; she was always 
piecing others together. Crafting their futures 
with her gentle hands, she would cut and paste 
and add glitter. The phrase “Your potential is 
boundless” would echo through the halls of 
every school she stepped foot in. She took 
children who gave up on life, themselves and 
their futures, and instilled a sense of hope in 
them. She would push them, almost as hard as 
us, to accomplish their dreams, painting them 
a future they didn’t know was possible, en-
couraging them to reach a little higher and to 
further their education. She would pick them 
up off the streets and move them into college, 
unearthing their rotten parts and untangling 
them from their resistance. All the while, she 
collected their grief and packaged it into pot-
ted plants. 
♪ 
The room went silent, like all the air was 
sucked out in one fell swoop. The deep-red 
walls of our dining room enclosed us, leav-
ing us with the biggest monster we had yet to 
face—a monster that was hiding inside of the 
person who made us. 
I sunk into my chair a little deeper, my feet 
almost able to touch the ground. It took ev-
erything in me to not crash to the floor and 
hide. I stared deep into the beautiful mahoga-
ny table that my mother was so proud of and 
began to see what she loved so much about it. 
You could see all the places where we 
didn’t use a placemat. There was a wax ring 
where I had accidentally left the candles burn-
ing too long after dinner, scratches from one 
too many crafts, and stains from sauces spilt. 
Yet, the table withstood it all. It was a shield. 
It had made it through three marriages, two 
divorces, and many, many family meetings. It 
was stained with our tears and love. Memo-
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ries were encapsulated in each grain: Christ-
mas brunches, Thanksgiving dinners, the time 
when we all cried about losing our grand-
mother, the dinners following funerals, hospi-
tal visits, and hard conversations. 
She reached a hand across the table, the hand
that wove me to life, and continued. With her
voice cracking every third breath, she explained,
“My doctors say that there are ways that we can
halt it...with the right dose of exercise, vitamins,
infusion treatments and therapies.”
♪ 
Her hands carved our futures as she pushed
us down our paths. She would pick us up each
time our biological father let us down. He was
the one who skipped out on so much of our
lives. He was the one who had left a slit in the
hazy, yellow kitchen wallpaper with a carv-
ing knife, the one who chose temptation over
responsibility.
We would alternate from house to house 
for approximately four years, packing our be-
longings, leaving our nest of love and entering 
a cold dark coop every other week. His roars 
echoed through the house as doors slammed 
and dishes crashed to the floor. His hands 
were rough and foreign, calluses outlining 
each crevice. His presence dwindled through-
out the later years as he prioritized tempo-
rary highs. He gave up on us throughout the 
entirety of our lives, picking us up when he 
found it necessary and forgetting us later that 
week. He meant well but he couldn’t execute 
the wrath of  fatherhood. 
Why wasn’t it him? I thought to myself. How
was I supposed to watch the one who wove me to life
deteriorate as I get stronger each day?
Her hands wrapped around us, engulfing us 
once again, wiping the tears and tucking us in, 
“Tomorrow is a new day.” 
♪ 
Infusion I 
She called me from the chair with the milky, 
white liquid pulsing through her veins. Heat 
penetrated her body in the form of hugs from 
heating pads, something she constantly car-
ried with her, as if anything could make her 
smile any warmer. Our conversation was light-
hearted. We chatted about the show she was 
watching, the newest family drama, and the 
long drive to her doctors. I always followed 
up every other question by asking, “Do you 
feel okay?” 
“How are your vitals...did the nurses tell 
you...can you tell me...are you warm enough... 
what kind of medication did they give you 
for your constant and ever-growing pain... 
does it sting...do you feel dizzy...are you warm 
enough...do you feel lightheaded...do you feel 
like you’re going to throw up...are you warm 
enough...are you warm enough...are you warm 
enough?” 
I was used to asking these kinds of ques-
tions to every single one of my patients—it 
was my form of small talk. However, over the 
past few months the line between my patients 
and family blurred. 
She came home tired and slept for what 
felt like years. When she finally rose from her 
hibernation, she was weak and full of hope— 
although I knew somewhere in there she knew 
this was going to be a far longer fight than we 
had anticipated. 
♪ 
She instilled a sense of gratitude through-
out our family, not for fancy gifts or special
occasions but for each day. She would ask at
each meal, “What are your roses and thorns?”
We found solace in knowing that at the end
of each day we could return to a nest of love.
Our home was a sanctuary of appreciation and
warmth. She planted pain deep in the beds
of our family and allowed us to bloom. And
bloom is just what we did.
The echoes of our future reflected off each 
peak that surrounded our home. The path to 
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our front door was littered with stones–– 
stones she scavenged herself. Finding each 
and every one and morphing them into a 
walkway framed by troughs of lavender. The 
natural antidepressant safeguarded our home 
from outside invaders. Little did we know the 
monsters were coming from within.     
♪ 
We sat in silence for what felt like an eter-
nity. Until my sister, a hardheaded, resilient
girl, let out a loud yelp followed by a flood
of tears. I gazed up from the mahogany
table in search of my mother’s eyes, but for a
moment, a pastel blue haze glazed over and she
disappeared. What was left was a world with-
out her, a world that I did not want to be a part
of. I blinked through the tears and her blur
reappeared.
The world stopped for two moments––just 
enough for me to catch my breath. Finally, for 
the first time in years, for the first time since 
she started showing symptoms, I felt at ease. 
We finally knew. All the nights spent in con-
stant worry of this unknown illness went to 
waste when I found out it had been hiding in-
side her this whole time; a sense of pure doom 
filled the emptiness it left. 
Her eyes filled with sadness like never be-
fore. “We cannot let anyone know of this, not 
even grandma. We cannot let other people 
worry about this. They will put the wrong kind 
of  energy that we need into our fight.” 
She couldn’t hold back her tears any lon-
ger. She reached for the box of tissues that 
was placed perfectly in the center of our table. 
But before she went to take for herself, she 
handed us each a few tissues. It was unnatural 
for her to put herself  first. 
♪ 
Local artwork filled the walls of our home 
with an appreciation of the world that sur-
rounded us. The mountains were calling, and 
the Catskills held all of our secrets. I found 
solace in rolling fields of wildflowers and 
teardrop-shaped waterfalls. The day I told her 
I was raped, we both headed for the purest 
place we knew––the mountains. 
I trudged down through the evergreen for-
est to a waterfall that sat at the base of our 
little valley, under the assumption that no one 
knew of my secret oasis. I peered through the 
evergreens and heard the murmurs of a dis-
tant cry. As I approached the base, I saw my 
mother hunched over, seated on a rock, shoes 
off, feet planted in the offspring. We sat feet 
submerged until our toes pruned. 
I had waited almost a year to tell her of the 
filth I was plagued with. I was scared to let her 
know of my tainted reputation. I was scared 
to let her know that I was unable to defend 
myself––I was hopeless and weak, the inverse 
of  everything she taught me. 
♪ 
“So, does this mean we can get a dog?” my 
sister jokingly, yet genuinely, asked. Everyone 
let out a little chuckle behind the tears. “No, 
but really?” she repeated. My mother had not 
wanted a dog since Biscuit passed because 
“there would never be another Biscuit.” 
The first boy I ever loved had whiskers
and a dark wet nose. You could smell Biscuit’s
stale, earthy scent before you saw his warm
eyes and wagging tail. A rare skin disease left
a pungent smell roaming through our house.
His soft red hair was attached to each inch
of our home. His eyes held a million years
of wisdom and love. Sometimes I swear he
was placed with us because someone knew
that we needed him. We needed him to teach
us that unconditional love was supposed to
fill this home and follow us throughout each
chapter of  our lives. 
Surprisingly, my mother crept into the 
question and answered, “Yes...we can, it will 
be my service dog.” 
The walls of the room crumbled as I stood 
up to run and hide. In three swift motions, I 
was in her arms pressed tight against her frag-
ile body. She felt more fragile than ever before, 
so I held on tighter, in fear that she was going 
to vanish at any moment. 
♪ 
I wish I could replay the moment a photo 
was taken. My favorite photo of us was at a 
Grateful Dead concert. I couldn’t have been 
more than one. I’m engulfed in her arms with 
a rainbow hat plastered with peace signs and 
yin and yang symbols. Her smile is contagious. 
Her eyes twinkled with hope and love for the 
new chapter that was before her; little did she 
know of  the horrors it would hold. 
I have always wondered if my mother
knew she was going to get divorced. I as-
sume not, but I wonder if she ever had a
sense that she was settling, that there was
something better out there for her that she
just hadn’t quite yet found. She settled for
years and years, constantly searching for ways
to ease the chaos that flooded her life. With
a chronically ill brother who passed, a father
who abandoned her, and a husband who was
an addict, it was no wonder that her strength
was immeasurable. She slowly unraveled her
childhood tales throughout our lives. Calmly
explaining her abandonment, she shimmered
light only on the pieces that painted a shallow
picture of  the truth.
♪ 
I ran and hid, trying to stay invisible for 
hours, as I would after each family meeting. 
Two knocks on the wooden door led to my 
sister’s hand guiding me out of my depression. 
We sat on the edge of the bed in silence. She 
puckered her lips and engulfed a white cone 
in flames. Smoke emerged from pursed lips in 
swirls, filling the room in waves, each ripple 
ribboning through the air. The sticky, sugar-
coated leaves burned until they heated the tips 
of our fingers. We sat enchanted until my sis-
ter disappeared through the thick smoke, leav-
ing me to my lonesome. 
My mother waltzed into my doorway, peer-
ing in at the devastation she just unintention-
ally laid. She didn’t speak, but I felt her stare 
from behind me. She floated over and engulfed 
me with love and atonement. “I am going to 
be just fine. You cannot worry about me,” she 
said, as she squeezed me a little tighter. 
She sat beside me and reached for my hand.
Her’s were cold; they were always cold. She was
wearing her engagement ring, which was un-
usual for her. She only wore the vintage orna-
ment when she needed something a little extra
that day. However, it hung off her hand a little
differently this time. It had been resized a few
times in the past months because her hands had
been shrinking. They were frail, no longer the
strong fingers that would pound the keys early
on Sunday mornings. She hasn’t played in years;
her hands have not been cooperating with her. 
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Educated
Isabella Leõn
Her hands were softly scented with lavender, and her red nail polish was chipped, although she had made an appointment to get that fixed in the morning. Her day started at noon and ended when men stopped buying her 
drinks. Although her parents revered her as she crawled towards a business degree, 
she had never known the meaning of work. 
Her hands were kept pristine all her life, but they were lovely and clean only be-
cause the ones that had come before them were rough and calloused. Her father 
had a scar that ran along his palm—a relic from his novice days with the sharp end 
of a curved harvesting knife—and her mother’s arthritis-ridden hands curled unnatu-
rally as they searched for relief.
Her parents had never known the technique she had learned from long nights at 
the beer pong table, the way her wrists flicked and her friends chanted. They would 
be glad to know their 60 grand in tuition was being put to good use.
When she reluctantly came home for vacations, she would try to refer to courses 
like Intro to Psych to impress them with her newfound wisdom. She gestured heav-
ily to her immigrant parents as she explained to them the joys of a college experi-
ence they’d never had and the “independence” they were paying for. All the while, 
her father rubbed his scar.
She had grown used to the tired eyes of her mother and watched as she master-
fully ground up peppers in the molcajete. The mesmerizing way the chilies became 
dust was overlooked as a mundane occurrence in her household. She was used to 
ignoring the family traditions and her mother’s silent cries for help, heard only in 
the way she winced in pain while grinding.
In conversation, she threw around the word “exhaustion,” but her manicured 
hands gave her away. Her parents had clawed their way out of a life of poverty so 
they could make sure there would never be dirt under her fingernails, and every-
one knew it but her.La
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Eyes of His,         Eyes of Mine
Lily Mullan
“Who has the prettiest blue eyes in the whole wide world?” Every time I rested 
on the lap of  my step-grandfather, that same 
phrase would escape from his mouth. “I do!” 
I’d exclaim; it had become a routine that de-
fined my relationship with him. My piercing 
blue eyes were different, as I was told. The 
64
outer layer of  my iris is a deep, dark blue 
while the inner color surrounding my pupil 
is lighter, and my cornea is transparent. No 
one in the small town of  Prescott had ever 
seen eyes as unique as my own. No matter 
where I went as a child, there was at least 
one compliment thrown in my direction––
always about my eyes. My eyes are “beauti-
ful,” “unique,” “they’re perfect,” “they’re dif-
ferent,” said people at grocery stores, parks, 
and restaurants. My eyes were loved but often 
questioned. “Whose side are they from?” The 
strangers threw looks of  confusion towards 
my mother’s hazel-green irises. My young self  
would proudly say, “They’re from my dad!” 
The strangers returned nods of  approval, 
sometimes even smiles of  admiration, but like 
me, they didn’t know my father. Without my 
mother’s input, I would have never known 
whether or not he had blue eyes. Their com-
pliments were directed at a man who I had 
never met.
As I grew older, my father’s absence be-
came more and more strange to me. My 
INTERTEXT 2020 | 65
La
yo
ut
 b
y 
Ty
ler
 G
ilf
us
. 
Ph
ot
og
ra
ph
 b
y 
Li
ly 
M
ul
lan
.
34
Intertext, Vol. 28 [2020], Iss. 1, Art. 1
https://surface.syr.edu/intertext/vol28/iss1/1
confusion increased. I remember visiting my 
friends’ homes––their fathers greeting me 
at the door. The more I observed the inter-
actions between my friends and their dads, 
the more I questioned my family dynamic. 
“Where is my dad?” “Why doesn’t he live 
with us?” “Why doesn’t he call?” My mom 
realized that I had to meet him.
Beaming rays of  sunlight shone through 
the plane’s window, waking me up in my 
middle seat. The sun contrasted the blackness 
that I had viewed outside of  the window just 
before drifting off. I leaned over my mother’s 
lap and looked down below, observing the 
plateaus. The ground was covered in grass. 
Green took over my vision. “We’re here,” my 
mom whispered as she handed me a piece of  
gum. The plane began to descend. The six-
hour ride felt as if  it had only taken an hour. 
As the plane came to a stop and we gathered 
our things, I felt unfazed. It hadn’t hit me yet 
that I was about to meet my father for the 
first time. But did I care? Once we arrived at 
the airport, that question quickly answered 
itself. I cared––a lot. My stomach churned as 
my eyes scanned around the area, looking up 
at pale faces with ginger beards and colorful 
irises. I noticed how similar my eyes looked 
to the people in Ireland, and we had yet to 
leave the airport. What if  he looked different than 
how he did in the 20-year-old photographs my mother 
showed me? What if  I couldn’t even recognize my 
father? My thoughts overwhelmed me as my 
eyes darted from person to person hastily, and 
panic began to strike. I looked forward and 
focused my vision on a man who was already 
looking my way––my anxiety subsided. The 
moment our eyes met, he smiled, kneeled 
down to the floor, and held his arms out for 
me. It felt as if  everyone in the airport had 
cleared a path for me to run to him, as if  
they knew everything that had led up to this 
moment. Without question, hesitation, or a 
look of  confirmation from my mom, I ran 
down the path and into his arms. He held me 
so tight.
It played out differently from how I imag-
ined it would during the seven years when we 
didn’t speak, but this moment was the best 
scenario that my brain couldn’t put together. 
It was a moment that had to be experienced. 
In a swift motion, my father stood up, plant-
ed a kiss on my mother’s cheek, and took my 
hand in his, leading me out of  the airport.
I was relieved to step into his warm, wel-
coming apartment, contrasting the piercing 
“I got home the next day. He was 
there for me, filling the role of the 
father figure I never had.”
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cold wind that tainted the Derry air. My fa-
ther took my pink, furry coat from off  of  my 
shoulders and hung it on the rack. “Santa’s 
coming tomorrow,” he exclaimed, which 
made me smile. He nearly skipped towards 
the fridge and pulled out a container of  cook-
ie dough that was bigger than my head. “Let’s 
make him cookies!” His excitement radiated 
off  of  his features, and I mimicked the same 
attitude. Together, we spread flour across the 
cutting board and smashed each ball of  cookie 
dough flat onto its surface. His lanky figure 
towered over my small body as we flattened 
the dough with a wooden rolling pin, my hand 
on one handle and his gripping the other. We 
bonded over what I believed to be our shared 
excitement regarding Santa’s arrival.
“Have you ever seen Santa?” I wondered 
out loud.
“Yes of  course, we’re good friends.”
I tilted my head up to look into his eyes, 
my mouth parted in shock. He laughed, 
amused at my expression, and leaned down 
to kiss my forehead. I smiled and looked 
towards the mirror that hung on the wall di-
rectly across from us. I let the rolling pin slip 
from my fingertips, my inability to multitask 
revealing itself. My father continued to lay out 
the cookie dough as I looked closely at his 
eyes. His eyebrows, his smile, his nose, his 
facial structure––I realized that I have every 
one of  his features. Time stopped as I noticed 
his movements: the way he spoke while tilt-
ing his head, the way he quieted his laughter 
when it became too loud. He looked up at 
the mirror and into my eyes—his eyes—and 
stopped. My mother’s words, “you look just 
like your dad,” flooded into my memory and 
proved itself  through the way my appearance 
mimicked his. I was shocked by how similar 
we looked; did I have this many physical similarities 
with my mother? I don’t think they existed in the 
same way. His lips formed into a curve and he 
put his arm around me. For the first time in 
my life, I felt like I connected with him, I felt 
like he was my actual family.
That moment was one of  the only ones 
I’ve ever spent with my father. I loved call-
ing him family as a child. I loved telling 
people that my dad had an accent or that my 
dad looked just like me. It wasn’t until I was 
much older when I realized that family isn’t 
solely based on blood and facial resemblance. 
When I was nine years old, my mother mar-
ried my stepfather. After knowing him for 
less than a year, he soon became a constant 
in my life. He was the one who attended all 
my father-daughter events at school, which I 
never could take part in before. He took me 
out for ice cream and gave me cash when I 
needed it. He was the one who reassured me 
when I stormed through the door crying in 
the seventh grade over my first broken heart. 
“Has he seen my knife collection?” he’d joke, 
as my mother reminded me that I was worth 
more than that boy. He bought me my favor-
ite candy the next day and left it on the dining 
room table; it was the first thing I saw when 
I got home the next day. He was there for 
me, filling the role of  the father figure I never 
had. I still call him by his name because call-
ing him dad doesn’t feel right, but I consider 
him my father. He’s the one who’s witnessed 
me grow up, not my blood-related father, and 
this makes him my family. In December of  
the same year that they married, my mom 
gave birth to my half  brother, but I never 
consider the half––he’s my brother. After 
years of  living as a family, my mother decided 
to change her last name by taking my stepfa-
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ther’s, and I was the only one in our unit with 
my last name––Mullan. Turning the heads of  
knowing Irish folks whenever I’d announce 
this name I was given, my stepfather asked me 
if  I would like to change my last name to his 
to fit in with the rest of  the family. Without 
hesitation, I declined.
“It’s all I have left of  my dad.” But why 
did I want to carry his last name with me for 
the rest of  my life? Everywhere I’d go, ev-
ery form I’d fill out and every job I’d hold, 
everyone would know my last name to be 
Mullan. Everyone I know would say my name 
as “Lily Mullan.” Lily Mullan of  Irish descent, 
from her father’s side. My name wouldn’t be 
associated with my true family; it would relate 
me to a person who I didn’t even know. I’d 
forever bring what my father passed down to 
me everywhere I went, an unavoidable fate 
once I made the decision. I lacked the ability 
to change the eye color and facial structure I 
inherited from him, but I had the ability to 
change my future and claim the name that 
represents the people who have supported 
me for most of  my life. But still, I declined.
I wanted to keep his name, the only part of  
him that I carry with me. I wanted to believe 
his name was worth keeping. As a child, when 
I imagined what my father would be like, I 
pictured him without flaws. I remember rest-
ing on his cream-colored scratchy couch that 
took up the entire living room of  his apart-
ment, my body just long enough to fit per-
fectly across the sofa’s length. The heat that 
radiated off  of  my forehead dissipated once 
he rested a cool, wet, washcloth on my face. 
“How do you feel now?” he asked, looking 
down at me with his thick eyebrows fur-
rowed, those same eyebrows that I got from 
him. “Better,” I said, cringing at the thought 
of  becoming ill in a public space just an hour 
before. I felt grateful that he was taking care 
of  me, something I’d never before experi-
enced from my father. “I want pancakes,” I 
said. He looked puzzled. It was two in the af-
ternoon on a rainy weekday, I had just come 
down with sickness, and my one desire was to 
eat pancakes. Frantically he called my mom, 
wanting to live up to the role she’d provided 
me throughout the short seven years of  my 
life. After an hour, my pancakes arrived, but 
the syrup was missing. I assumed he ordered 
syrup with the pancakes, but he didn’t.
Eleven years later, I laid my back against the 
hard wooden chair just in front of  my dining 
room table. My younger seven year-old brother 
sat across from me, quizzing me on my multi-
plication tables. My mom remained at the front 
of  the stove to my left. She grabbed a bag of  
chocolate chips from the fridge and sprinkled 
them, one by one, into the gooey pancake bat-
ter. After I mastered twelve times nine, she 
plopped a stack of  chocolate chip pancakes 
onto our plates. There were only three seats at 
the table, but it felt so full. My mom sat and 
ate her spinach, egg, and cheese omelet, and 
we talked and laughed about the previous day’s 
events. I peered around for the syrup; it rested 
on the table just within my reach.
My childhood was lived in blissful ig-
norance for the week I visited my father in 
Ireland. He cooked for me, he cared for me, 
and he nurtured me in a way I didn’t know I 
craved until it was within my reach. I don’t 
remember saying goodbye to him at the end 
of  that trip. I want to remember it. I want 
to imagine I hugged him and cried into his 
arms at the thought of  leaving him, or that 
he looked into my eyes and expressed how 
much he’d miss me, or that my mom had 
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to force me off  of  him, but I don’t believe 
those things happened. I can’t remember say-
ing goodbye to my father the last time I ever 
saw him, but I don’t need to remember saying 
goodbye to him. I lived without the memory 
for the past eleven years and never realized its 
absence from my recollection until now. I’ve 
lived without it just as I’ve lived without him, 
and I’m okay.
I can’t remember the one time I said 
goodbye to my father, but I remember every 
time I leave my mom even just for a day. She 
always cries at my departure, reminding me 
of  how much she loves me and how much 
she’ll miss me. She urges me to call her and 
text her, and I always do. I remember saying 
goodbye to her when I went to California for 
a week, Florida for a weekend, Japan for eight 
days, and college for fragments of  months at 
a time. For eleven years of  my life, my mother 
and I provided family for one another, the only 
family we had, and the only one we needed. 
Year after year, she was the one who bought 
me the toys I wanted and dropped me off  for 
playdates with friends. She was the one who 
cared for me whenever I felt sick, taking days 
off  from her job that did not provide her with 
any days off  because her only other option 
was to leave me alone. She was the one who 
made me food and put me to bed every night. 
Alone, she was my family. Not only did my 
mother provide me with a home, but she was 
also my home. As I’ve grown older, friends 
and strangers have begun to comment on the 
similar features that my mom and I share. 
From time to time, I receive compliments on 
my eyes, but I no longer attribute them to the 
credit of  my father. I don’t need to. My eyes 
are “beautiful,” “unique,” “they’re perfect,” 
“they’re different,” as defined by people at 
grocery stores, parks, and restaurants. Now, 
I’ve claimed them as my own.
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